VOICES IN EDUCATION
A Modest Wish List
David B. Ruedig
I have a short wish list for New Hampshire education,
which results from a brief teaching stint and longer tenure
as a school board member at the state and local levels.
Before I get to the list, let me discuss why it is important.
Today we feel the need to educate every child, to train and
sharpen each child's mind so that he or she can make our
society more productive while realizing the human potential to learn. This is a revolutionary change from the days
when I was in school, when it was normal to simply ignore
the needs of those students who could not learn in the
one-size-fits-all, almost militaristic educational environment. After all, anybody could find a job in a factory or
on the farm and live a comfortable life without education.
Since that is no longer the case, we need to prepare every
student to thrive in a changing world by sharpening their
intellect. Nobody knows what skills today's first graders will
need throughout their lives, but we can make them ready
for anything by giving them a trained mind and a desire
to learn.
Now, for my three item wish list. First, we need to
recognize the talents and accomplishments of our students
and educators, and to accentuate the multitude of positives
in education today. It is easy to despair about our education
system, but I have been privileged to see bright, accomplished, hard working students from across the state who
eclipse anything I did in the "good old days."When I see
what our students are doing, I feel great about the future.
Similarly, I am privileged to work with talented educators
and to see the wonderful things they are doing.
Do not misunderstand me--problems exist, and we
need to work hard to improve education, to reach that lofty
goal of educating every student. New and non-traditional
approaches can be helpful. However, we should be wary of
the quick and easy fix for real or imagined problems. Operating a school or any other educational program is difficult
and complex, and it takes talent, training, and hard work to
teach effectively. It is interesting to note a recent analysis of
nationwide student testing, which indicated that "traditional" public schools added more educational value than
did other schools, such as charter schools, private schools
and parochial schools. 1 It is not possible to simply will into
being a successful educational program. If you doubt this
proposition, look around New Hampshire at our successful schools, public and private. We should also be aware
that recent student surveys indicate that students prefer a
more rigorous education, and we should make sure that any
change we implement respects this preference.1
Item number two on my list is to focus on early learning. If our third-graders can read and write at grade level,
they are much more likely to stay in school and reap all the

benefits of an educated mind. Focus on the academic basics
in a student's early years will pay all sorts of dividends,
for the student and for our state as a whole. It is far more
effective, and far cheaper, to deal with students' potential
problems in the early years. One analysis indicates that the
annual cost of New Hampshire's dropouts, as measured by
lost wages, is over $400,000,000. 3 This certainly makes any
early reading program look cost effective. Different schools
will use different approaches, but the key is to focus on
customized and individualized efforts to teach every thirdgrader to read, write and do arithmetic at grade level.
Today's education headlines cover high school dropouts. How can we keep our students in school if we let
them fail in their first years in school?
My final wish is to measure our students' progress, especially in the early years. If the whole state used one of the
easily and frequently administered assessments of elementary students' progress in reading and arithmetic, students
would benefit.
Imagine if every elementary student took reading and
arithmetic assessments periodically throughout the year,
and if these tests' results were quickly and easily available
to teachers, parents, students and community. We would
be able to identify problems early and provide individual
solutions for each student. We would be able to tell what
is working and what is not working. Districts would be
able to compare their efforts with other districts. Teachers would be able to evaluate students' progress and the
effectiveness of their own efforts. With today's technology,
such testing need not be time consuming or intrusive. Nor
does it need to be dull. In fact, it will cause teachers and
schools to inject life into the classroom because it will focus
our efforts on encouraging every student to learn, whether
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through art or special projects, or hands-on learning or any
other method. Our teachers are already doing so.
Assessment is always scary. Nobody likes to be measured. Think, however, of the empowerment our teachers
will feel when they can see data that proves how much
their students are learning. Think, however, how much
easier it will be for our state and our communities to support educational efforts that show documented success.
Think, however, how many more students will succeed.
Readers may think that I am advocating a mindnumbing education based on testing to generate a school
system full of automatons confined to a dull and narrow
regime. Nothing could be farther from the truth. If you
look at a classroom that teaches all ofits students, it will of
necessity have many different things going on, and it will
be a vibrant, dynamic, diverse environment.
My wish list is brief and simple. To answer the eternal
question, it might require additional resources. However,
the items I have suggested are much more about emphasis
than about new resources. Districts already have assessment and testing budgets and teachers are already working
to teach all their students. The items for which I wish all
exist to some degree in every school and community. If we
increase our focus on these few basic items, we will move
closer to our goal of educating every student.
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