The Key Word is Relevance

William Van Til

Let us begin with an admission: Some of the content we teach in American
schoolsis not as relevant as it might be to the lives of the young people we teach, to the
society in which they are growing up, or to the clarification of democratic values.

Some illustrations are obvious. For instance, one of the many Puerto Rican
schools| visited during a New Y ork University survey of education in Puerto Rico wasin
avillage high in the mountains of the interior. The villagers were very poor and afflicted
with the problems that go with poverty--poor nutrition, inefficient agriculture, dilapidated
housing, bad health, and the rest.

Only a handful of young people of the village and the surrounding countryside
ever enrolled in any kind of educational institution beyond high school. Y et, what were
the young people studying in the secondary school in thislittle mountain village? In a
social studies class, they were memorizing lists of products of South American countries.
Their mathematics work had no relationship to the problems they might encounter in the
school shop or at home or elsewhere. In an English class, students were reading
eighteenth and nineteenth century British novels: at the time of my visit one class was
dissecting Ivanhoe. (This mountain school and community, | hasten to say, was not
typical; many other Puerto Rican schools were more relevant to learners, society, and
values, and many other communities had higher living standards.)

Recognizing the lack of relevance in education in an exotic, faraway setting is
easy. Such was the case when | visited a home economics classin atown of mud hovels
inlran: the girls were making scrapbooks of pictures (clipped from very old magazines)
that portrayed the clothes and foods of prosperous Americans and Europeans.

The closer to home we get, however, the harder it becomes for ateacher to
recognize irrelevance. Take Doris Smith and Harry Jones, for instance. She teachesin the
suburbs in the Midwestern United States; he in the slums of a West Coast city. Both of
them would quickly recognize the lack of meaning in the two faraway examples cited.

Y et, both might have difficulty recognizing that they have their own problemsin making
the content of their classes meaningful to some students.

Doris Smith teaches social studiesin an affluent suburb that is among the first
places where new national projects and proposals are tried. A genuine innovator, she uses
avariety of methods and materials with versatility. She uses simulation techniques, for
example, and has just completed an academic game with her eleventh graders. The game
deals with economics; the players adopt roles and the ones who make the most money are
the winners.

Margaret, one of Miss Smith's better students, went through the motions of the
game but was fundamentally uninvolved. Why? Because, like Benjamin in The Graduate,
Margaret had painfully learned from the lives of her parents and their friends that
affluence did not necessarily result in agood life. Why, wondered Margaret, were
teachers blind to what was most relevant to young people? For instance, why didn't the



teacher see that the most important thing about this game would be to examine the
materialistic goals which were taken for granted as desirable?

During follow-up discussions, Miss Smith raised questions with the class about
the strategy of moves made during the game. Margaret's responses were correct but
unrelated to her concern for values.

Harry Jones teaches language artsin an intermediate school in a slum
neighborhood. Though Mr. Jones is white and most of his students are black, racial
differences have not been abarrier to mutual liking and respect. The classis now reading
a selection in anew anthology which is quite appropriate to the level of the students
reading abilities. Mr. Jones notices that Jess isn't reading the assigned selection, but
instead is ssimply leafing through the pages. It isn't as though 1'd asked the class to read
dull, difficult material ssmply because it's supposed to be in English classic, Harry thinks.
| guess Jessjust doesn't care.

Jessisthinking: | can't find black men in this book. Where's the brothers? Thisis
Whitey's book. How can agood guy like Mr. Jones be so dumb? Not for me, baby.

"What are you doing, Jess?' asks Harry. "Just lookin'," says Jess.

Good teachers though they are, even Miss Smith and Mr. Jones sometimes
attempt to teach content that is unrelated to the lives of learners. Some teachers have even
greater difficulty in achieving relevance than do methodologically skilled Doris and well-
liked Harry. Classes do exist in your community and mine in which an uninterrupted
academic content bores young people. Classes do exist where subject matter is quite
unrelated to the dilemmas and struggles and aspirations of many prospective learners.

The teacher who realizes that his content of instruction isn't meaningful has two
viable alternatives. He can change his content from the irrelevant to the relevant. Or, if he
cannot change the required content, he can teach it in such away asto giveit relevance.

Yes, athird possibility does exist. One can continue with the meaningless content,
break his heart training to teach, and achieve very little.

A teacher does not need extensive instruction in educational psychology to realize
that his teaching must be connected with the student's background, drives,and life if any
learning is to take place. Experience soon teaches a teacher this axiom.

The obvious and sensible thing to do is to replace the irrelevant with the relevant
through changing the content. Remember, for instance, the poverty-stricken Puerto Rican
mountain village in which the students were memorizing product, being taught
mathematics without application, and reading Ivanhoe. Here was a setting characterized
bv ahost of problemsin the areas of health, sanitation, housing, nutrition, safetv, use of
resources, production, and consumption. Here were Puerto Rican youngsters who would
face bewildering life problems including those presented by the continuing restless
migration from the rural ways of the barrio to the urbanized ways of San Juan: from the
hospitable island of their birth to the impersonal, tenement-lined canyons of New Y ork
City, with its strange folkways and |ess-than-warm welcome to those regarded as
"foreigners.”



Reality could be introduced into their education. In social studies students might
well learn of the real problems of the village, the island, the mainland. In mathematics,
they might see arelationship between mathematics and the problems they encounter in
school, shop and in their homes. In English classes, students might well acquire the
bilinguality they need by reading English- language newspapers and magazines, as well as
books of fiction and nonfiction by Puerto Rican and mainland Americans, plus a
sampling of British authors. Fortunately, the better Puerto Rican schools do introduce
such redlities into their programs.

In mainland America, too, the obvious and sensible approach is to change the
content if it is not germane. Most educators will readily grant that a teacher must begin at
the actual level of accomplishment of those who are to be educated not to stay there but
begin there. Most will grant that pitching the learning at an unreachable level is an
exercisein futility. But additionally we must recognize the vital importance of selecting
suitable content.

The curriculum should be made more relevant to the lives of the children and
youth for whom the curriculum exists. Through their reading materials, for example, city
children must often meet people like themselves, rather than always encounter the
legendary Dick and Jane and Spot of suburban life. The world of the city must itself
become part of the subject matter if young city dwellers are to improve human relations,
develop citizenship, widen horizons, and meet the problems of urban living. In Harry
Jones's class, and those of his colleagues, surely the contributions of Negro Americans
should be an integral part of the American literature curriculum for both Negroes and
whites.

Nor are the suburbs exempt from the blight of irrelevance. Though some suburban
young people have an economic head start in life, they, too, are sometimes cheated.
When communities are bland and homogenized and indifferent to reality, the young are
sometimes cheated of the opportunity to know people of varied races, religions,
nationality backgrounds, and social classes.

When high school students are regarded as college fodder, they are sometimes
cheated of sufficient experience in home economics, music, fine arts, and industria arts.
When the only god worshipped is academic successin formal learning, students are
sometimes cheated of the opportunity to explore seriously their allegiances to values,
their relationships to the adult world, their ways of finding satisfaction, and their
participation in political action and social change.

"But," ateacher may say, "l cannot change the required content to make it
relevant. | am not a board of regents or alocal board of education or a curriculum bigwig
attached to the central office staff." He may add, "I am just a humble teacher, a prisoner
of the syllabus, the required textbook, and the system in which | am caught. Deviation is
not permitted. THEY would not allow it...”

Maybe so; but | doubt it. Before the teacher resigns himself to a prisoner'slife, he
might wish to reexamine his chains. Perhaps they are not as strong as he assumes.

In today's world, more and more educators and laymen are realizing that not all of
the answers to the problem of curriculum are in. Since the early 1960's, increasing



numbers of educators have attempted to devel op curriculums that are more important to
the culturally disadvantaged or, in a plainer phrase, the poor.

Now recognition is growing that we are far from having achieved the best of all
possible worlds with respect to the education of the economically advantaged. In 1969,
still more educators will be looking for curriculums appropriate for young people from
affluent backgrounds. Paradoxically, today's disenchanted young people, including
democratic activists and serious and sensitive students as well as hippies and nihilists and
revolutionaries, stem mostly from the middle and upper classes.

Possibly the chains of established content are not as binding as assumed. Teacher
power grows. In atime of teacher shortage, few need stay as teachersin repressive
atmospheres, for some administrators are seeking change- minded teachers.

In those cases where, through a variety of circumstances, the chains do prove red
and teachers simply must use some prescribed content which is not as relevant as they
would wish it to be, how can they make their work more meaningful ?

Rather than making fundamental changes in the content, some teachers use the
second alternative mentioned and adapt the content to make it more relevant. Illustrations
arelegion: In literature, teaching Julius Caesar in relationship to contemporary
dictatorships; in history, preparing and contrasting attitudes toward past American wars
with present attitudes on war in Viet Nam; in biology, relating the study of human blood
to false claims and misleading mythologies as to blood differences between races; in
modern languages, teaching the culture as part of the culture's language; in language arts,
stressing those readings in anthol ogies which have most meaning to the particular
learners. Miss Smith, for instance, could have discussed with the class the value
assumptions behind the economic game that was the required content.

Some readers may ask for the prescription good teachers use for adaptation of
content. Thereisn't any. Sorry about that. If there were a single sovereign remedy, it
would have been discovered long ago. The good teacher uses hisintelligence in relating
the required content to the world of the learner. Good teachers have been doing so for a
long time; adaptation is no revolutionary doctrine.

In making content more relevant, there is no substitute for knowing the social
realities which characterize the environment of the student. There is no substitute for
knowing the learner as an individual. There is no substitute for having a philosophy
which gives direction to the educational enterprise. So armed, one can relate much of the
content to the learner, the class, the school, and the community.

Today’ s Education, 1969



