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Supplementary Education: Educating and Developing the Whole Child

An Interview with Edmund W. Gordon

@ HEATHER HARDING: What problems do you think supplemental education seeks to

remedy?

EDMUND GORDON: The problems have to do with the under-productivity of schools
with subpopulations and the under-productivity of those populations themselves. I got
interested because of my interest in academic development, academic achievement, and
to stress that the fact that low-income people of color function so much less well in
school than the high-status people. And my concern is to find out why. Clearly, the qual-
ity of schools available to these two populations differs, but it isn’t clear that they differ
enough to account for the difference in these people.

So several years ago I began trying to see what other factors could be involved. And it was
clear to me that students who come from more privileged backgrounds are exposed to
experiences both in school and out of school that are different from those students who
come from lower-status backgrounds, so that the major problem that we are trying to
address is the personal and academic development of kids — the inequalities in the per-
sonal and academic development of kids.

As for education, I realize that it is about far more than academic achievement. It’s about
personal and cultural identity. It’s about the development of a set of efficacy and sets of
purpose. The variety of things that happen in the lives of children with sophisticated and
able parents, the variety of things that happen in their lives that facilitate their develop-
ment, that develops their heuristic development, all that stuff that is missing in the lives
of kids with destitute backgrounds is the thing that I am trying to equalize.

The Importance of Qut-of-School Learning

@ So this notion of the whole development is more than just academic — it’s also personal

and cultural?

Yes. As I began to study actors that might be associated with this difference in academic
achievement, I realized that there are so many other things happening in children’s lives
that influence their schooling. However, even though I began with a concern for aca-
demic development, I began to realize that it was not just academic development that
these out-of-school learnings influence. They really influence the whole childhood, the
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entire person. And it may even be that the thing that leads some of us into out-of-school
learning — that is, going there to try to improve academic learning — maybe this thinking,
to the extent that we concentrate on academic learning, it may be that it has influenced
the way in which children feel about themselves as they discover that they have capacities
to succeed in a number of areas that may change the way in which they approach their

academic growing, more than a chemistry tutorial and math.

@ I see.

And certainly, as you look at the kinds of things that pass for supplementary education,
it’s clear that most of them — the less formal they are, the more they are likely to be
directed at these non-academic learning areas which I am contending enable the aca-

demic learning areas.

@ I see.

So when a kid is playing competitive sports and learning how to concentrate, learning
how to focus one’s efforts and energy, learning that systematicity is both a necessary and
respectable thing to do, all of these have their payoff in academics, even though the
youngster may be engaged in it for recreational purposes.

Gegraphic, Cultural, and Financial Accessability

@ In the article you talk about both available and accessible supplementary education
options. How do we create more readily accessible options for kids?

One could come at that from a number of directions. You certainly want them to be
physically, geographically accessible, so they ought to be in the neighborhoods where
these could fit. But there there are some enriching experiences that occur out of that
neighborhood, so you don’t want to use geographic accessibility as your only one — it’s
got to be culturally accessible in that sense. It can’t be so alien that to my culture and
what I know about and aspire to that I refuse to seek it out, because you know it’s just

not me.

So with the habit of cultural accessibility, it’s got to be financially available, financially
accessible — and here I have some questions. I don’t remember now whether we talked
about it at the Brown meeting [February 2006 equity forum] or not. When I began this
work, I was concerned with how I could get tax-levy money and philanthropic money
available to make supplementary education services available to poor people. But I began
to think about the possibility that parental investment in these services may be a part of
the treatment. It may be that when my kids see me sacrificing to make these particular
kinds of experiences available to them, my interest in doing that for them may be more

important than the experience itself.
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Now if that’s the case, we’ve got to rethink third-party payments. We've got to rethink the
notion of making these services freely available to these people because part of the treat-
ment may be in their having to invest in it. What we certainly know from experiences so
far is that for populations in which supplementary education is not a part of the culture,
getting people who have limited resources to invest in them is a chore. So when we were
talking about availability and accessibility, we’ve got to be both available and accessible.
We've go to be somehow within the reach of people, but youw've also go to make them
both attractive and possible for people.

Formal and Informal Learning

You said something before that I wanted to go back to. You also talked about informal
and formal ways of supplementing education. What kind of families — or how do we
know which families don’t have access to supplemental education that actually lever-
ages the academic outcomes, and are we not harnessing them right? Particularly the
informal — so do they get it at home, or is it really lacking?

Let’s begin by giving an illustration of the difference. When a father sits down and reads
with his children, that’s informal. When he takes out hard-earned bucks and hires a tutor,

that is formal. Now your question is, which of these loads on to academic achievement?

If you are asking now which one is more important — I don’t think they have an answer
for that question but I would speculate that it may be the father reading to the child. To
the extent that kids grow up thinking of themselves as learning people, as learning beings
who can impact if not control their own learning, they subsequently run into some diffi-
cult spots, but most of us will find a way to dig ourselves out of it if we had that back-
ground. If you don’t have that background, that sets the self as a learning person, then, or
academic efficacy or endurer, as they call it. If you don’t have the well to dig into, then
you get into trouble. Then the tutorial experience is specific to helping you dig yourself
out of trouble.

So, if I had to choose between the two, I think that I would invest more in getting these
parents to work on helping kids to improve their sense of self as learning selves than I
would investing in the extra-tutorial help, the extra psychological testing, or the counsel-
ing, et cetera, all of which are important. But I don’t think that they have the leverage that
this change in the person himself or herself would have.

And of course that is one of the problems with the No Child Left Behind legislation; the
supplementary education they’re really talking about is some formal experiences that you
combine that most certainly helps kids with specific problems, but it’s not doing much
for this sense of self as a learning person who can do it and who is responsible for one’s
own learning — it doesn’t help that much.
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@ Given that, it seems like you are pitching the informal solution. How do we support
that from the outside?

One of the ways is to improve the quality of life of the people. I sometimes refer to a
community, a suburban community to which I moved more than fifty years ago. At the
same time my wife and I moved to that community, there were folk moving from the
Lower East Side — folk who were, at very best, lower-middle class but probably came out
of upper-working-class backgrounds. And I marvel at the changes that occurred in those
families over time. I sometimes kid them and sometimes say in talking about them that
they moved to the country coming back to New York — to go to Radio City; they sub-
scribe to the Daily News; they were doing the things that we associate with working-class
folk. And after three, four or five, or certainly ten years there, they were going into town
to go to the theater; they were subscribing to the New York Times. They were aspiring to
get their kids into at least first-tier if not Ivy League institutions. They had become mid-
dle class because their life conditions had changed.

I think there is something to be said about the quality of the lives these families live that
seems to load on to what we do for our children. We discovered many years ago when we
were first with the U.N., and UNESCO was first working on family planning in India,
they found that changing the quality of life for families had a higher correlation with
lower birth rate than education with respective family planning. As the quality of life for
these families increased, they stopped having as many babies.

I think the same is true here in education; as the quality of lives of families improves,
there is something about that that gets played out in the things that we do to facilitate the
development of our children. So if I were making policy, I'm beginning to think that
maybe all of the effort that we are putting into school reform ought to be put on hold
and we ought to put it in welfare reform, raising the floor on the people with their lives.

Models of Good Practice

@ Do you know of any sites that are doing this kind of work well right now, that are giv-
ing it some of this informal?

You're talking about doing the informal well. I think a lot of what Jeff Canada is trying
to do over at Harlem’s Children Zone is going in the right direction. Many years ago
there was an experiment, I think it was called the Pecan experiment, in which they tried
to bring together a broad range of life-circumstances enhancement services, and a big
part of that was vocational and economic planning for parents to raise their standing of
living.

Probably the only other place that you would go for an example is in the history of this
country’s treatment of veterans. The kind of stuff we did with the veteran’s benefits, the
GI bill, where we deliberately changed the quality of life and the opportunity structure
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for veterans and actually saw radical changes in the population of folk who are being
treated. Most of the people who got those benefits were people from relatively modest
backgrounds — a lot of them from city slums, relatively underdeveloped. But if you look
at those folk as adults, say, twenty years after World War II, they were the people who
went into the U.S. industries and commercial establishments at a level that they simply
could not have done twenty years before because we didn’t have that many educated and
technically trained people. So that effort at both educating and improving the quality of
life of large numbers of people ended up positioning the United States into the major
industrial power of the later part of the twentieth century. Which, I contend, could not
have happened with the empire, with the human capital that we had in, say, 1940, or even

1950.

If you were looking, though, for an experiment or a demonstration project, there are not
many of those around and, as I suggested, the work that Jeff is doing probably comes
closest to it. He is investing more heavily in institutional service that is raising the quality
of life of people who are being served — although he does invest a considerable amount of
those resources in trying to change those parents’ knowledge of and attitude toward the
things that they might do.

@ Say more about investing in institutional services versus improving the quality of life.

He has two charter schools. He’s got a preschool program. He’s got something that’s
called Baby College, training parents how to be parents, that emphasizes nutrition serv-
ices for kids. These are more institutional than raising the quality of life for those parents.
However, his work at improving job opportunities or job placements for parents does
speak to changing or improving the quality of life.

What Is “Excellence at Scale™?

@ I want to get back to the Harlem Children’s Zone in a minute. But I also want to ask
you this question. A lot of the talk at the meeting was focused on equity and excellence
at scale. My sense of the conversation, at least the first day, was that there were com-
peting notions of what excellence at scale meant. So I'm very interested in hearing you
talk about how you would define excellence at scale and maybe comment on the cur-
rent standards of excellence that are shaping school reform efforts.

Well, certainly when we talk about academic excellence these days we’ve got to be think-
ing about what is required in advanced technological societies for individuals and groups
to have meaningful roles in those societies. In a book that I am just writing — the galleys
for that should be off the press soon — before, I call it the affirmative development of aca-
demic ability and in there I talk a great deal about intellective competence. And it is pretty
much like social competence — the competence to use one’s intellect to meet the require-

ments of living.
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It is beginning to appear that unless that is developed at a level that we would call excel-
lence, you simply aren’t going to be able to survive in the next period. You've got to be
able to use numbers to solve problems; you've got to be able to use words to solve prob-
lems, you've got to know how to bring order to chaotic information sources. We’ve got
much more information than any of us know how to use, and unless one can organize it
so it can be used, it’s just competencies. [W.E.B.] DuBois used to think of it as the
requirements for the education of the “talented tenth” — well now, the characteristics, the
intellective characteristics that you've got to meet in order to survive in this society, and I
would call that excellence.

There is a schematic problem there, because usually when we talk about “excellence,” we
are talking about a hierarchy, reaching the highest levels, and if we can achieve the end of
bringing everybody to that level, we can — ’'m not quite sure that it is still called excel-
lence, because it’s the norm of the whole group. But when I talk about equity and excel-
lence, I'm talking about universalizing intellective competence — bringing all groups in,
just about everybody, to the point that they can use information critically, that they can
use number and formulae to solve problems, that they can reason logic, that they can use
analogies for reason, that they can manage the symbolic representation of information in
more than a single form. So when we talk about people who are multilingual, when we
talk about people who cannot only operate in a quantitative world but in a world of the

humanities.

So my “excellence” is the achievement of what I would call intellective competence, compe-
tence to meet the demands of a technologically advanced society. And the equity piece
means — here, I haven’t quite determined whether I want to say that it is universally
achieved or whether I want to argue that it at least not be tied to one’s social division. You
ought not be able to predict intellective competence by the gender, language spoken, the
race, the social class of the persons.

Yeah.

If we could get just that far in my lifetime, I would be delighted. But ultimately, if we are
talking about a world in which democratic principles are ordered, it’s going to mean that
these are going to have to be universal competencies. Everybody that is functioning in the
system is going to have to have those abilities.

N et Steps

So, back to supplemental education. Where does one start wrapping services around
this school, the K-16 school structure?

I wouldn’t wrap it around the K—16 school structure. I'd wrap it around the lives, the life
histories of people.
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@ Does that mean it is geographically based? You think about a neighborhood?

You might think about a neighborhood as a place to start, but I say, look, I can’t do this all
over the United States, so if I could get it here and increase it here. Or, a campaign I'm
about to start — and may get shut down for — is beginning with the Black middle class. I
don’t think Black middle-class folk make nearly the contribution to academic achieve-
ment that we should. If you look at the statistics a few years ago, we were looking at the
kids who scored above 1350 on the S AT. I think this was in the late 1990s — there were
about 65,000 of them in this country — there were 150 Black people, there were 23,000
Asian kids. At that time Blacks were making up maybe 15 to 18 percent of the population,
Asians were making up maybe 5 percent of the population. And they greatly outdistanced
themselves, not to mention the way in which the European American folk outdistance
themselves.

In most societies, it is your middle class, your upper class that make the heaviest propor-
tionate contribution to higher-achieving people. But if you look at the data on the chil-
dren of African American parents who have completed college, as a group these kids were
functioning about as well as European American kids whose parents had completed high
school. So that meant that even though we were getting more Black people into the mid-
dle class, Black middle-class students were not achieving at a level that would be predicted
by that class. So 'm trying to get a group of young people to join me in a campaign to try
to get the Black middle class to take this seriously: What is it we have to do for and with
our kids, in the schools that they go to and the homes that they live in, that’s going to
greatly increase our contribution to the higher-achieving group?

Now if I could pull that off, then I would probably go to the upper-lower class of Black
people — people who are not so overwhelmed by life that they can’t be expected to do any-
thing else. They say now, What can we do? And there are a lot of things we can do at
home. Ben Carson, the neurosurgeon guy, tells the story about his grandmother who used
to help him with his homework — and it wasn’t until he reached junior high school that
he realized that she was illiterate.

So you don’t necessarily have to be educated to support children’s academic development.
It certainly limits the things you can do, but there is a lot more that an educated people
can do to have successful experiences with schooling. We have much better statistics now
then we had fifty years ago about the relationship between nutrition and health and
school achievement — it rapidly changed the ways in which people feed kids and the ways
in which people protect their health. We know about the amount of time that youngsters
spend watching TV and we know that there is a relationship between that and school
achievement — it’s a negative one. If we could get our folk to start controlling the amount
of the time our kids spend in front of the TV, I think we can do something.
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I wouldn’t use geographics as my major determinant of this. The way to start is some-
thing that might get me a small enough area or small enough group to try to get some-
thing done. But there are lots of pockets of people in the society where we can start, and
somewhere I think it could pay off more quickly. Suppose we could get Lincs and Jack &
Jill and 100 Black Men and 100 Black Women taking this message seriously. I think it
would change things and it would eradicate the achievement gaps. We would certainly
start to reduce them, because we would be contributing more to the right end of the dis-

tribution.

Getting the Message Out

@ Is there anything that I didn’t ask you that you would add, that’s hot in your mind
right now?

One of the things that we are trying to get off of the ground is a campaign that is
directed at young parents. We know that our people have a higher incident of teenage
pregnancy than some of the other segments of the population. But also, we have a higher
percentage of single-parent homes, and if young women get pregnant early it is more
likely to curtail their education, which is likely to make them less able as adults to facili-
tate the development of their children.

There’s this old African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a child.” We contend that it
takes a healthy, developed or, at least, developing adult to orchestrate the development of
a child. So for this segment of the population, we’ve got kids raising kids as they would,
or underdeveloped folk in the roles of parents. I would like to see a major campaign to
work on the life skills of the folk to make them better people, stronger people, more com-
petent people. Part of that competence would be in the raising of their kids, but a big
piece of it is competence as citizens, competence as people.

Going back to an earlier point that I was discussing, the argument is that if these parents
are themselves more able, more competent, feeling more efficacious, they communicate
that to their kids and it raises the performance of their kids. But it could also better
enable them to orchestrate some of the out-of-school learning experience for their kids.
You get an added kick out of it. So if you had given me a question and gave me a chance
to make that little piece, I could have brought that up or remind school people.

I don’t want to let schools off the hook with supplementary education. I think schools are
important, but I think schools make a mistake when they let the society place on them
the responsibility for the total development of kids. I was saying that the schools have
often set themselves up for failure, when we don’t hope to deliver the message that there
are all of these other sources of educated experiences that are important, so important
that some people would argue they enable schools to work. I don’t know whether you

are familiar with the French philosopher Pierre Bourdieu and his forms of education-
relevant capitals. And what he is arguing is that schools work well when kids come to
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school with these educationally relevant sources of capital to handle. So if you've got
good health, if you've got educated adults around you, if you've got sets of membership
in the society, all of these things enable schools to work. We school people need to get
that message across just as the people in medicine and public health came to realize that
unless you do something about the context in which health is to be maintained, you can’t
simply solve the problems of good health maintenance with first-class medicine, first-
class medical treatment, which is important, but you’ve also got to clean up the swamps
and get rid of the garbage and pipe the sewage out, et cetera. So that’s about my message.
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