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easily from kindergarten to university. 

Kalenze’s descriptions of the ramifications 

of misguided ideas, such as the lazy bum 

hypothesis, will strike a chord with teachers 

worn down by the ever-increasing workload 

that is driving them out of the profession 

in record numbers here. Those who find 

themselves being judged by the efforts of 

the children they teach will recognise the 

all-too-common view that teachers and 

schools can and should be held primarily 

responsible for the academic achievement of 

their pupils.

At heart, the book is built upon a trenchant 

critique of the progressive tradition in US 

education. Kalenze writes much that will 

challenge those who have been trained to 

view the purpose of 

schools to provide “the 

whole development of 

each individual child”. 

As a teacher of those 

about to become adult 

members of US society, 

Kalenze found himself 

disagreeing strongly 

with this aim. He argues 

that America should 

prepare its young 

citizens for meaningful 

participation in 

mainstream institutions, 

and that those who start life away from the 

mainstream continually fail to be brought 

into the educational funnel provided by 

school.

With nods to Daniel Willingham and 

E.D. Hirsch, Kalenze could be seen as an 

American counterpart to British writers  

such as Daisy Christodoulou and Robert 

Peal, who reference similar sources in 

their criticisms of progressive “child-

centred” schooling. Kalenze offers a 

different voice, recognising the ways in 

which school reform has made the difficult 

task of preparing children for life even 

harder as curricula have narrowed and 

schools, particularly those working with 

the disadvantaged, have faced relentless 

upheaval as structural change and  

top-down policies have impacted on 

everything they do.

This excellent book deserves a wide 

readership here. Kalenze’s enthusiasm for 

teaching, and his desire to see all children 

succeed in school, is infectious. Education Is 

Upside-Down should be required reading for 

anyone who has ever thought teachers were 

lazy bums, and is intrigued by the idea that 

it’s possible to train for a marathon with only 

a swimming pool at your disposal.

Do you think teachers are lazy bums? That 

most teachers secure permanent positions 

and then swan about ineffectively until they 

retire? That far too many are so bad at their 

jobs that the children they teach fail to learn? 

That lazy bums can and should be identified 

by testing children’s progress 

relentlessly as they progress 

through their education?

If so, you’ve fallen for one of 

the classic mistaken hypotheses 

of the Accountability Era, 

skewered by US teacher Eric 

Kalenze in this barnstorming 

polemic. Education Is Upside-

Down is a call to arms for those 

working in education to re-

evaluate what many hold dear 

and to reconsider much of the 

current thinking that is driving 

education in the US, and, with 

dull inevitability, here. 

For those in the UK, the insight into 

the education landscape in the States is 

fascinating, and Kalenze’s metaphors — 

which include a funnel, a swimming pool 

and a marathon — bring simple clarity to his 

thoughts and ideas. The book’s core thesis 

is that education is an upside-down funnel 

through which children are required to 

travel. Those close to the mainstream make 

it into and through the funnel with ease, but 

too often those further toward the margins 

of society struggle, finding themselves 

effectively excluded from mainstream 

society when they emerge from full-time 

education.

Kalenze analyses the reform agenda that 

has swept American education in what he 

terms the “Accountability Era”, ushered in 

by George W Bush’s No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) in 2001. Under its own terms, 

NCLB — Race To The Top under the Obama 

administration and aimed to ensure that all 

children reach age-related standards by 2014 

— has failed comprehensively. The policy is 

in its death-throws as politicians realise that 

education might be a little more complicated 

than the Accountability Era reformers 

suggested it might be.

Some children — those falling down 

the outside of the funnel, as Kalenze’s 

memorable image has it — still struggle to 

make good progress in school. Others still 

find education plain sailing, as they slide 

Hello darkness, my old friend…

By @kennypieper 

Do young people experience much silence 

in their waking lives these days? Not 

according to English teacher Kenny Pieper. 

He suspects that a lack of opportunity to sit 

quietly with a book might be harming their 

chances of developing a love of reading. 

This should happen in the classroom, even if 

silent reading is not seen as “sexy” teaching.

 

Comparative judgment:  

21st century assessment 

By @daisychristo 

Now that levels have been abandoned, 

there are few more vital discussions than 

how to assess, particularly in subjects 

that don’t easily lend themselves to short-

answer questions. The head of research at 

Ark discusses how one part of the solution 

might be to compare pieces of work directly, 

and use these comparisons as a basis for 

assessment.

How did teachers get the blame? 

By @AnthonyRadice1

The author of this post asks whether the 

mechanisms for controlling and monitoring 

teachers do any good. He doubts that such 

methods can improve teaching even where 

there are problems to be fixed: “There cannot 

be large-scale improvement while the 

culture of surveillance and suspicion from 

above, and fear and distrust from below, 

continues. Teachers have to be won around 

to more effective methods, not by clubbing 

them over the head, but by providing 

training, resources and support that show 

them, in a concrete way, how things can be 

done better.”

This much I know about…the merits of 

students copying from the board 

By @johntomsett 

This post, like the one about silent reading,  

is a defence of a practice that might often  

be frowned upon: making students copy 

writing from the board. However, it’s with 

a specific purpose in mind. John Tomsett 

argues that copying his writing, as he 

answers a lengthy exam question, and 

listening to him explain what he is thinking 

as he writes it, is a highly effective method 

for his sixth-form students to understand 

and practise the pace of work they will need 

to cope with in their exams.

 

My thoughts on micromanagement 

By @MrsCrossan19 

Speaking from the perspective of somebody 

who has been teaching in the UK for a 

couple of years, this Canadian blogger 

has decided that the one thing that makes 

teaching here a tough prospect is the lack 

of autonomy: “With an increasing number 

of teachers citing workload as being the top 

factor influencing their decision to leave 

the profession, why is it that management 

still thinks it’s their place to tell us how 

to structure our time to cope with our 

workload?”

Lesson observations in secondary 

school

By fish64

This anonymous head of department doubts 

the effectiveness and fairness of lesson 

observations. The subjectivity of what good 

teaching looks like, and observers who lack 

the relevant subject knowledge, mean that 

the judgments made are often without real 

value.

The curse of zombie-Ofsted 

By @emc2andallthat 

A science teacher discusses the walking 

dead, in the form of ideas about Ofsted  

that simply won’t die, no matter how  

many times Ofsted try to bring them down: 

“To be fair to Ofsted, they have attempted to 

lay these walkers to rest by publishing clear 

and unequivocal guidance about  

their expectations about such nonsense  

as ‘minimal teacher talk’ or ‘every lesson 

must include group work’, and so on,  

but even such a well meaning stake-

through-the-heart has made seemingly  

little headway...”
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