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CLOSE-UP
= EDUCATION =

Agenda
For Better
Education

BY JAY MATHEWS

The Washington Post

A research team led by Marc S.
Tucker, a relentless advocate for
adopting successful international
practices in U.S. schools, recently
concluded that we, in essence, are
doing almost nothing right.

His investigators could find no evi-
dence, Tucker said, ”that any country
that leads the world’s education per-
formance league tables has gotten
there by implementing any of the
major agenda items that dominate the
education reform agenda in the Unit-
ed States, with the exception of the
Common Core State Standards.”

Congratulations, I guess, go to the
45 states implementing that new com-
mon curriculum. Other American
approaches, such as charter schools,
vouchers, computer-oriented
entrepreneurs and rating teachers by
the test scores of their students, are
rarely found in the overseas systems
showing the greatest gains, according
to Tucker’s new book Surpassing
Shanghai: An Agenda for American
Education Built on the World’s Lead-
ing Systems.

On my earlier column, I listed sev-
eral false assumptions Tucker, presi-
dent of the National Center on Edu-
cation and the Economy, says have
caused us to go astray. They include
our view that our mediocre scores on
international tests are the result of too
many diverse students, that more
money would help schools improve
and that it is better to focus on lower-
ing class sizes than raising teacher
salaries.

Today, I offer the solutions Tucker
and his team propose. They are heav-
ily influenced by what is working
overseas, particularly in Japan,
Korea, Finland, Shanghai, Singapore
and Canada. Can these reforms blos-
som in our very different culture, with
stronger local control of schools and
less respect for teachers? I guess at the
chances of success here for each sug-
gestion.

1. Make admission to teacher train-
ing more competitive, pegged to
international standards of academic
achievement, mastery of subject mat-
ter and ability to relate to children.
Most U.S. education schools can’t
survive financially without enrolling
many average or below-average stu-
dents, so this has only a 20 percent
chance.

2. Raise teacher compensation sig-
nificantly. Initially, this has the same
bad odds, a 20 percent chance. But
over time, standards and salaries
could rise if education schools devel-
oped special academies — similar to
undergraduate honors colleges —
that were as selective as the Columbia,
Harvard and Stanford education
schools and the Teach for America
program. Tucker says that with better
pay, fewer teachers would quit, sav-
ing money now spent to train replace-
ments.

3. Allow larger class sizes. More
students per classroom means more
money to pay teachers. The American
trend toward smaller classes (down to
an average of about 25 per classroom)
has run its course. Some of the most
successful public charter schools have
30 students in a class. Japan does well
with large classes. Given those devel-
opments, chances are 70 percent this
could be done.

4. End annual standardized testing
in favor of three federally required
tests to gauge mastery at the end of ele-
mentary school, 10th grade and 12th
grade. The change has an 80 percent
chance because it would save money
and please many teachers and parents
who think we test too much. Such tests
overseas are of higher quality, not so
much computer-scored multiple
choice and would help raise American
learning standards, Tucker says.

5. Spend more money on students
who need more help getting to high
standards. Based on data from the
Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development, Tucker favors
a weighted pupil finance formula
only a few U.S. districts have tried.
There would be the usual per-pupil
funds but extra money for students
who need to be brought up to the stan-
dard. Americans favor more support
for struggling students, but I give this
only a 60 percent chance because of
state and federal budget difficulties.

Making these changes seems
daunting, but Tucker notes that the
best school systems overseas took 30
to 100 years to get there.

A Thinking Man’s Guide to Thinking

BY NICOLA SMITH

Valley News Staff Writer

When educator David Hyerle walks into a classroom of
young children, the first question he asks them is, “How
many of you already know how to think?” One hand may
go up, then another, maybe a third, a little uncertainly.
Often there is a prolonged silence while the children mull
over his question. And then he waits.

In his experience, it can take some time before every
hand in the classroom is finally raised. Then he tells the
children, “You already know how to think,” and asks
them a second question: “How can we improve your think-
ing?”

Children are accustomed to being asked whether they
can read, or whether they can do basic math, or whether
they know the 50 states. When solving math problems,
students are often asked to show how they get from one
step to the next, which does illumine their thought pro-
cesses. 

But students are more used to being asked what they

know than how they think, a dichotomy that is often rein-
forced by content-based testing. 

“We never say to kids, you already have these cogni-
tive processes and how do we improve them?” Hyerle said
in an interview at his home in Lyme. “If you asked a kid
in an exit interview from high school, what
are your thinking processes, it would draw a
blank. We haven’t given kids names for
these processes.” 

Thinking about thinking is something that
Hyerle has done for a living since the late
1980s when he developed the Thinking Maps
model, a system intended to foster and
improve reading comprehension, writing
skills and problem solving. He is the presi-
dent of Designs for Thinking, which imple-
ments the Thinking Maps model in schools
in the U.S. and abroad.

Thinking Maps are visual representations,
or diagrams, of eight cognitive processes that include
cause-and-effect, categorization, sequencing, comparing
and contrasting, and seeing analogies. “I began to see the
connection between fundamental thinking patterns and
how you represent them visually,” said Hyerle. 

In developing Thinking Maps, Hyerle drew on a wide
range of research on cognitive and linguistic development
in children, including that of the renowned Swiss psy-
chologist Jean Piaget; David Perkins at the Harvard Grad-

uate School of Education; Reuven Feuerstein, the founder
of the International Center for the Enhancement of Learn-
ing Potential in Jerusalem; George Lakoff, a cognitive lin-
guist at Berkeley; and Art Costa, of Berkeley’s Institute
for Intelligent Behavior. 

Thinking Maps are, in effect, a visual
language for thinking. While all students
can use the maps, it may prove particu-
larly effective for students who are not as
comfortable showing what they’ve
learned through the more conventional
classroom method of lectures and written
reports. The maps are meant to encourage
students to think more freely and expan-
sively, as if they were brainstorming.

Hyerle uses the metaphor of a carpen-
ter with a tool box. “It would be as if you
had a tool box and you had some basic
tools that every carpenter would use and

you have ... a set of tools that work together,” said Hyer-
le. “You can’t build anything with just a hammer or a saw.
These are fundamental thinking processes that we carry
around with us and it’s a matter of identifying them for
students. ... You want students to take control of the tool
box.” 

The diagrams include the bubble, circle, tree, brace,
bridge, flow, double bubble and multi-flow maps. Each

Childhood Testing
Made Him Curious

BY NICOLA SMITH

Valley News Staff Writer

Educator David Hyerle has often
asked himself why it is he does what
he does, and at least part of the answer
lies in his childhood. 

Born and raised in Berkeley, Calif.,
Hyerle received a B.A. in English lit-
erature, and a master’s and doctorate
in education from the University of
California, Berkeley. He taught in the
Oakland, Calif., public school system
and has been a visiting scholar at the
Harvard School of Education. He’s
lived in the Upper Valley since 1989
with his son Alex, now 18, and wife
Sara Goodman, a textile artist who
once led the elementary credential
program at Dartmouth College.

From birth on, like his father and
older brother before him, Hyerle was
part of a longitudinal study at the
Institute for Human Development at
Berkeley that tracked how people
develop mentally and physically,
from birth through adolescence. His
father, who was born in 1929, was part
of the first cohort of more than 200
children who were part of the study;
as part of the family cohort, Hyerle,
born in 1955, was also evaluated, as
were his older brother and younger
sister.

“All the way through my child-
hood,” Hyerle said, “I went into the
Institute for Human Study every six
months to be tested for intellectual,
physical and social development.” 

His first test was given when he was
but three days old and the last one in

his early 20s. He recalled going into a
lab in the same building where he
would later complete his doctorate,
and being asked by a team of psy-
chologists to answer questions, per-
form tasks and solve problems. “Did
I get it right?” he would ask them.
They never answered, to his immense
frustration, but instead asked him how
he was thinking about what he was
doing. 

As an adult he now has mixed feel-
ings about the study. The scientists
were kind, he said, and in a sense, by
instilling in him from such a young
age a preoccupation with how people
think, they gave him a gift. “Person-
ally it provided me with a metaphor
for how I see the work that we do,”
Hyerle said. 

What’s problematic, he said, is that
the study was “part of a larger pattern
of trying to discover what intelligence
was, with the idea that brain develop-
ment was static.” There is also the
question of bias attached to which
children were evaluated, and how
they were evaluated. The children
were white and middle class.

Recent research shows, however,
that the brain, far from being an organ
that reaches a peak of development in
the early 20s and is then more or less
set, is capable of continual growth, or
what researchers call plasticity. “We
know there’s .... dynamism and
growth in the brain. We can facilitate
students’ development and thinking
and that’s exciting,” Hyerle said.

There are numerous prescriptions

CLASS STRUGGLE

“I began to see the
connection
between

fundamental
thinking patterns

and how you
represent them

visually.”
David Hyerle, 

on the development of
his Thinking Maps

Lyme’s David Hyerle
Maps an Approach

To Learning

An illustration from Student Successes With Thinking Maps.
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Thinking Foundation
www.thinkingfoundation.org
Designs for Thinking
www.designsforthinking.com
Thinking Schools International
www.thinkingschoolsinternational.com
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