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We are what we think.

All that we are arises with our thoughts.
With our thoughts we make the world.
Speak or act with an impure mind
And trouble will follow you
As the wheel follows the ox that
Draws the cart.

We are what we think.

All that we are arises with our thoughts.
With our thoughts we make the world.
Speak or act with a pure mind
And happiness will follow you
As your shadow, unshakable.

How can a troubled mind
Understand the way?

Your worst enemy cannot harm you
As much as your own thoughts
Unguarded.

But once mastered
No one can help you as much,
Not even your father or your mother.

--Buddha, Dhammapada

| f the Awakened One is right, then every human being

carries some responsibility for the cultivation and
governance of a healthy and conpassionate mnd. An old
fashioned parish priest could lay on a guilt trip about
i mpure thoughts, but perhaps inpure thoughts are t hose
t hat :

* from a Buddhi st perspective, keep one from living the
ei ghtfol d path;

* froma great nonothei st perspective (Jewi sh, Christian,
Muslim, keep one fromliving in harnmony with the will and
the word of G'd, the Lord, or the Merciful One;



* fromthe perspective of Stephen Covey, keep one from
living the principles that should be at one’'s core or
center;

* froma humani stic perspective, keep one fromliving a
life of conpassion and tol erance.

The issue |I'm getting around to considering is known

variously as or an elenent of progressive education,
mul ticul turalism i beralism political correctness.
Specifically, how do teachers of good wll help students
confront painful issues and tease apart conplexities in

history or literature?

Peter H  Gbbon offers excellent insights in *“Ten
Lessons” (NCHE, 16, 9; My 2004, etc.). M. G bbon seens
to want people to take five-hundred year evolutionary views
of historical figures instead of practicing presentism (all
things can be judged according to standards deened
appropriate today), engaging in political gamesmanship, or
i ssuing dismssive or conversation-killing remarks based on
a transgression against a class, race, or group that is, has
been, or considers itself aggrieved, victimzed, or

oppr essed. To follow M. Gbbon's advice would be to
cultivate or encourage sophisticated and principled reader-
responders who know a |lot about history, literature, and
cul ture.

The notion of hel ping students devel op critical thinking
skills is anything but new. In “Thinking as a Hobby,” an
essay witten about 1961, WIliam Golding clained there are
three grades of thinking. Grade 3 is “feeling rather than
t hought” and applies to some 90% of the human race—accordi ng
to WG G ade 2 t hi nki ng IS “the det ection of
contradictions.” It “destroys wthout having the power to
create.” Gade 2 thinking is kind of fun, especially for
adol escents—ene is free to point out defi ci enci es,
hypocrisies, errors in the positions or argunments of one’'s
el ders, but one has nothing to put in place of the ideas,
institutions, or argunments one enjoys ripping to shreds.
Pontius Pilate is cited as a Gade 2 thinker (“What 1is
truth?” .inmplying, well, we don't know, so to hell wth it,
let’s get on with the torture). But Grade 1 thinking “asks,
what is truth? and then sets out to find it.” Albert
Einstein is cited as a Gade 1 thinker, and other Gade 1
t hi nkers are nentioned as gathering dust in the library.
ol ding learned about thinking by studying his arrogant
headmaster and his inconsistent teachers. In a culture in
whi ch adol escent nentalities and rhetorical personas are
common--wi tness the scream fests on cable tv shows every
night, notice how rarely one hears from | eaders who can or
will confront the conplexities of an issue.they are too busy
denonstrating—+n ridiculous but effective ads--nobst of the
logical fallacies that used to taught in freshman | ogic
cl asses, especially ad hom nem strawran (strawperson?) red
herring, oversinplification, post hoc, and equivocation.



W all know the strategies that are used to contro
debates or discussions in this country.

* People denonize those at ideological odds by using
| oaded questions (such as Sean Hannity does every tine he
confronts a guest who disagrees with hin), by using words
designed to suggest oppression or exploitation (hegenony,
patriarchy), by tagging the opposition with a crine or
statenment that renders everything el se academ c (so and so’s
a class warrior, a lib'rrrul, a blane America first |iberal,
a linmousine |iberal ...

* Peopl e engage in gross dichotom zation (not even us vs
them but US vs THEM).

*Peopl e develop rhetorical strategies based on their
status as sufferers of oppression and forbid anyone else to
speak on their issue |lest that person be called a racist,
sexi st, honophobe..).

*Peopl e even use nasty little typographical tricks—we ve
all seen the italicized innuendo or the use of snarling
guotation marks—al nost a politically correct version of Dr.
Evil: ®“literature” placed in the “canon” favors dead white
mal es.

Put anot her way: the intol erance of ideol ogues has done
much to harm civility and both the far left and the far
right have learned to attack one another so savagely and at
times mndlessly that neaningful dialogue, as Martin Luther
King called for, seens close to inpossible. One consequence,
of course, is the general feeling that everyone's ful
of ..well, Princeton philosopher Harry G Frankfurt’s book
says it all: Bullshit. But history can’t be bullshit. Nor
can the teaching of history or literature.not if historians
and literature teachers want to have any kind of credibility

or influence in an increasingly technol ogical and
materialistic culture that finds old institutions nore
obstructions to novel progress than protectors  of

civilization. Mdifying a statenent by George Washington..if
reasonabl e people fail to reclaimthe center, if we fail to
di sci pline our ideologues, the resulting superficiality and
enptiness we shall have no one to blane but ourselves.

| would like to encourage students to be mndful as
Buddha wants themto be and to be critical as Gol ding wants
them to be, and | want students to love history and
literature. Utimately, probably npost teachers want their
students to be independent, conpassionate, self-governing
principl ed, thoughtful human bei ngs.

So, here are a few things |I'm considering in answering
guestions |iKke, What happens when students dismss
historical figures |ike George Washington as unworthy of
consi deration because of a transgression, error, or even a
crinme? These are speculations and reflections, so no one
reading this should assune |I'm | ecturing, pontificating, or
in any way assuming | have the answers or am in any way
superior to people with other approaches.



* Don’t deny the legitinmacy of grievances or conpl aints.
If a person of color says that GNs ownership of slaves is
pai nful or despicable, what could be nore likely to kil
di al ogue or close doors than to deny the claim and begin
| ecturing on the discrimnations thoughtful people need to

make? Better, | think, to acknow edge and dignify the
conplaint as a respectful listener. And as the person tal ks,
| want to encourage exploration of feelings and ideas. |’ve

found that a person whose dignity is respected is nore
likely to be open to further and deeper exploration of
concepts and feelings. Soneone who seens bitter or hatefu
is not likely to benefit fromconfrontation or reprimnds. A
| ot of good can be acconplished in a classroomover tinme, as
people get to know one another and gain respect for
alternative viewoints. Further, it seens to ne that a good
teacher will try to help a given student explore and devel op
his or her thinking. The teacher who believes he nust save
the student from his or her own stupidity, ignorance, or
folly may well be a little too biased or insecure to be of
real help. People change. Their thinking evolves. The
challenge to a teacher probably is not to pull sone kind of
amazing Robin WIlians stunt that |eads to a convenient (and
shall ow) Aha nonent. Rather, a good teacher ought to help
the student develop whatever thesis or philosophy the
student espouses.as the student examnes it, wth sone
scaffolding or gentle assistance, s/he wll find ways to
create the kinds of increasingly sophisticated schemas or
nodel s i ndependent people need to thrive in the world. It
may sound soft or w npy, but nurturing and nudging can do a
ot nore than manipulating or baiting. This applies, |I'm
saying, to controversial issues, to perceptions that are
dearly held and which can be the source of pain or anger
when not treated respectfully.

On the other end, it’s hard to see how teachers help
students understand history—and | assune an understandi ng of
history is the nunber one prerequisite to meaningful
participation in a conplex culture-by a. trying to make
history cool to kids by inplying something |ike, yeah, ny
ei ghth grade boys, that Washington was a pinp (he nmay have
been..baaadassss, but trying to nake GWan Arnold in powdered
hair or Tupac who becane the Man or whatever seens pretty
suspect to nme, as I'msure it does to the instructor of the
institute, P-G bby [just kidding]), or b. trying to curry
favor with children by trivializing the acconplishnents of
what used to be called heroes—any Anericans do, as has been
pointed out in the institute, love sanctinony: how does it
pronote insight or understanding? How does it lead to the
power to genuinely w tness human suffering or tragedy?

* Enpathy is a key to success in all relationships. |
want to encourage people to do sone paraphrasing during
di scussions, especially when the topic is controversial.
Teacher nodeling of this practice is efficacious. Hand in



hand wi th enpat hy, use of metaphor can pronote understanding
over acrinony. Exanple: | may not be able to | ook out the
same wi ndow as a person of color (lens/glass netaphor), but
| can | ook out a wi ndow of the sane house.

* @ aphic organizers can be helpful in gaining insights
and appreciation. Mnd maps can help students actually see
mul ti ple concepts or characteristics, and a decent teacher
can help students make connections. The chal kboard is still
a good teaching tool. Sone teachers | know |li ke to have high
school students <create picture books to show their
understanding of a text (fiction or biography). Creativity
pronotes reflection and may | ead to appreciation, discovery,
i nsi ght.

* If it’s true that humans are gregarious and that we
need other people to think and to understand (Vygotsky,
Bakhtin, even Tom Wlfe conme to mnd), then in sone ways
there is nothing nore inportant in a classroom than the

i nteractions bet ween t he t eacher and t he
student:::students:::and t hen student::::student:::
students :::students. This institute has enphasized George
Washington’s integrity, his character, his proper concern
wi th reputation. That’s good stuff for all teachers to
consider. | supposed there are a lot of definitions for the
word hero, but | think we too rarely consider what heroic

work is done daily by good teachers interacting with young
peopl e. Some students believe that all opinions are equally
valid, that no judgnents are possible. (It’'s wusually not
profitable to point out that such a stand is both
opi nionated and judgnental.) Sonmeone has to stand for
civility, comon sense, virtue. And ny experience is that
students respect a teacher that stands for sonmething nore
than one who can’'t seem to take a stand on anything.
Nothing is nore wonderful about the art of teaching than
wel |  managed discussions. A talk rich environment is
desirabl e, so the engineering of neaningful small and |arge
group discussions is critical to a class’'s success. |
bel i eve in challenging opinions and questioning assunptions.
| do not believe in dimnishing others or acting in a
condescendi ng manner—while pretending to give a dam--when
don’t agree with a student. Students grow when they have to
think hard, construct argunents, exam ne evidence, and so on.
Wen a topic is personally painful for a student, a
confrontational style is counterproductive.

* A sense of hunor can break tension. Mst students seem
to respond well to a conbination of good hunor and genuine
(not fawning, not oily, not insincere) respect. O course,
it’s a damm fool that makes a wounding remark and hides
behi nd hunor.

* (Ceorge Washington was a first-rate |istener. Teachers
should be great listeners. Too many teachers seem to think



all conversation nust be filtered through the teacher. O
that the teacher nust evaluate or coment on every statenent.
If I can (and | am dammed far from being a great teacher), |
want to help students get into a healthy, vigorous,
stimulating discussion..and get out of their way. Janes
Marshall of the University of lowa has studied classroom
conversations for years. He times everyone' s speeches, and
he says that even in classes where the teacher is reputed to
be a great discussion |eader, the teacher does a LOT of the
t al ki ng.

* The Lorraine Mdtel in Menphis, Tennessee is now hone to
the Cvil R ghts Miseum There is a very large room inside
in which the story of the CGvil R ghts novenent is told
using pictures and captions. One is struck by the changes:
black folk fighting for rights..wonen (wonyn?).lLatins...farm
wor kers... I ndi ans ..Asi ans. .. gays... handi capped people... It’s
amazi ng. People long ignored or margi nalized expect equality.
The person who argues against equality is sw nmmng against
an irresistible historical river. (You know, Martin Luther
King is a hero.Bull Connor is a thug.) | would expect a
healthy classroom to be inclusive. | think there wll be
nore problens if students of traditionally ignored groups do
not regularly see evidence that they are valued and
respected. W want to study George Washington. W al so need
to study O audah Equi ano. And we should not do what sone
“progressive” (notice the snotty “”?) people do: give
youngsters the idea that people who |ooked like them didn't
do nuch but get ****ed throughout history. American |ndians
didn't just get handed small pox blankets and die in
massacres. They also gave the world sone of the nost
i nportant foods we have, great stories (through orature), a
powerful sense of the spiritual, and nodels of patriotism
and heroi sm

* If 1I'’m the teacher and | am pretty well read,
t houghtful , conpassionate, and principled, I amin a better
position to confront fears, doubts, mstrust, anger, pain,
and apathy, because-with each--1"m trying to feel it and
honor it, dignify it and heal it. | believe that we ought to
bring things into the light of day. Good ideas and great
peopl e transcend space and tine. Sloppy thinking and snal
souls wther like little vanpires in the sunlight of hunble
expl oration of truth and neaning.

* And then there is witing. Witing is thinking, and
many usel ess confrontations can be avoided or mnimzed by
having students spend tine on expressive or reflective
witing. | sonetinmes use tape-ins (give students a short
witing assignnent that can be taped into a journal —then
have them do sone free witing or sone guided witing [for a
short while I’mpronpting or reflecting aloud as they wite—
and | tell themto ignore ne if they are on to sonething for
|"m just trying to spark sone thinking]), and | believe I



could conme up wth problens, | ssues, scenarios re:
controversial issues or propositions. | nmay even encourage
people to take adversarial stands or to cone up wth
counterargunents to what are really PC propositions. Witing
can help students clarify thoughts and feelings so that

di scussions are nore profitable. | want students to do their
own thinking, but then, | also want them to push past
Golding’'s Gade 2, and that requires adult assistance and
encouragenent. | like to have students exchange journals or
witing assignnents and | coach them through witten
responses. W nmay do oral responses, too. Again, we're

really after three things: hard thinking by the individual,
heal t hy conversati ons between people, and the acquisition or
bui Il ding of thinking/speaking/witing strategies that wll
serve the student well as an active participant in this
cul ture.

W are what we think. Wth our thoughts we nake our
world. The m serable pc person (on the right or the left)
who wal ks around determned to be offended or set on
sinplistic answers will triunph over people too weak to be
principled or too foolish to be conpassionate. And the
culture wars will go on and on. W are what we think. If |
think | am principled, conpassionate, honest, sensitive, and
loving.am1? Ohers will tell me. Time wll prove ne.

No one lives wthout inpulses that are degrading or
dehumani zi ng or distressing. Those little denmons of fear
doubt, anxiety, mstrust and so on thrive or linger as |ong
as we interact with people who do not think like us. It is
up to each person to gain ascendancy over our nastier
passions, to cultivate that pure mnd Buddha cel ebrates.
It’s inevitable that students will say things | believe to
be thoughtless, petty, nean, stupid, arrogant, sexist,
raci st, honophobic... How | handle what is said is, as
Epictetus said, ny challenge. If | can speak with a pure
mnd, | wll affirm the humanity w thout sanctioning the
transgression. | hope that any student in ny class—bl ack,
white, Latino, Asian, American Indian, gay—feels welcone,
respected, valued, trusted, safe enough to do what we're
supposed to do in school: think our way through issues and
probl ems, test hypotheses, discover insights, understand
principles, prepare to be responsible citizens in a conpl ex,
multiracial, nmultiethnic, nulticultural society wth the
nost admrable values (as witten by that old slaver and
wonmani zer Thomas Jefferson) ever put on paper and procl ai ned
to largely antidenocratic world, but a world which is, as
Fareed Zacharia has pointed out, noving increasingly in the
direction first pointed out so |long ago by those Waspy old
white fellows in Philadel phia.

One of the many things |'ve learned at this institute is
that truly great humans grow, change, evolve. As has been
said, GW usually manages to win people over—he had such



character and integrity that he kept trying to do the right
thing and he kept discovering what the right thing really
was.

To be an Anerican is to walk a road of paradoxes. W
claim to love life but we are the only country that
regularly sends in warplanes to bonb those who.uh, need to
be bonbed. Go to a Lynyrd Skynyrd concert and you wll see
the long haired boys whoopin’ it wup for Anmerica while
blending a CSA flag into the imge of dd Gory. W are

scandalized by a (well, alnbst) naked breast at the
Superbow but have no problem with aging jocks |ike the
venerable Mke Ditka explaining the advantages of this or
that erection pill. (Really, which would frighten children

nore? Janet Jackson’'s breast or the inmage of Ditka with a
hi gh mast..?) We hear people regularly shout that they want
government off their backs.but they are pleased with the
pork their politicians bring home to build roads, parks,
| akes—and in GOP Senator Gassley’'s case, rain forests in
lowa. We say we are trying to inprove education, but sone
states use third grading reading schools to project prison
space needs. And we send sone people to prison |onger for
growi ng marijuana than for commtting nurder.

James Al an MPherson—+irst African American to win the
Pulitzer for fiction, teacher at the University of lowa s
Witer's Wirkshop--discussed in his essay “On Becom ng an
American Witer,” Al bion Tourgee who argued in Plessy v.
Ferguson (1896) that the Fourteenth Anmendnent changed
everything, and that because of it, there ought to be a new
nodel for citizenship. MPherson says that Tourgee proposed
“t hat each United States citizen would attenpt to
approximate the ideals of the nation, be on at |east

conversant terms wth all its diversity, carry the
mai nstream of the culture inside hinself.” Such a citizen
is going to have to deal wth paradoxes, i ronies,

contradictions. Such a citizen is going to have to have—for
exanpl e—know edge of the Christian far right’s belief that
it is being persecuted, and know edge of the anger and
resent ment expressed in gangsta rap.

W are a diverse nation. And no one can be confortable
just reading or hearing people that confirm his or her own
i deol ogy or prejudices. As teachers.we have to be out front
in helping young m nds confront the truth or truths of the
past as well as the present, or how w ||l they neet a conpl ex
and frightening future?

Chris Rock appeals to a lot of people even though he
says offensive and wild things. |[|’ve heard him say that he
“hates niggers,” that black people “hate white people,” and
SO on. He offers many criticisns of America. And then he
says, very sincerely, that Arerica is the greatest country
in the world and that there is no where else he d rather



live. What a paradox. But then, why not? The freedomto rip
the country one |oves—+to use the |anguage of youth—+ocks.
And—pardon the religious |anguage—+hank God we’ ve al ways had
our share of boat rockers and hell raisers.

And if students can appreciate the paradoxes of a gifted

African Anmerican conedi an, perhaps they can appreciate the
contradictions in a grand old white man named Geor ge.

--Bill Mtchel



