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Patterns of a Crippling Education System that Need to be Addressed
	Humans spend roughly about a fourth of their life in some type of education system. The education they receive, from preschool to adolescence, is meant to prepare them for the world that they will face as adults. It is vital for cognitive development because it introduces and teaches children about the world, develops social skills, and is largely responsible for the future generations of this nation. Yet for being such an important and large amount of one’s development and life, it has become increasingly overlooked. Due to this lack of attention, problems are arising in the education in regard to the achievement gap, the motivation through which students desire to learn and their quality of learning, and the treatment and respect shown to teachers. All of these issues are harming the education that children across America receive and need to be addressed.  
	While there has been some progress over the past years with the achievement gap, relative to how our society has been advancing, that progress is miniscule. This passive improvement leads to the questions: why is there an achievement gap? What can we do to lessen it? And how is it affecting students? “The ‘achievement gap’ in education refers to the disparity in academic performance between groups of students” (Ansell). The gap provides information on the differences in between ethnic groups, economic class, sex, testing scores, completion rates, grades, GPA’s, etc. There are so many gaps that it is important to take note of the positive gradual progression that is being made within some of those gaps. As of 2017, a gradual decline has occurred in racial gaps yet the gap between income classes has stayed the same (Hansen). While the decline within the achievement gap is noteworthy, it does not answer the question of, why there is a gap in the first place? A plausible answer to that question may be “because of the times”. I would accept that answer and then ask a further question, why are the gaps as great as they are today? With the revolutionary ideas, concepts, movements, and technology that is engrained in today’s times, the fact that there are these large gaps do not align with how advanced our society has become and is becoming. It is unreasonable to say that there will never be an achievement gap, just that it shouldn’t be as wide as it is now. 
	The greatest consequence to take into account when discussing the achievement gap is its effect on the students that are on the lower range of the gap. Bensimon addresses the affect of the achievement gap in an article where she proposes steps that need to be taken to jumpstart the process of closing the achievement gap. The strongest point she makes is the shift of implicit blame from the students and their status to the education system as an institution (Bensimon 100). This is an important distinction because our education system should be able to provide the same education regardless of race, economic status, gender, etc. Before I started researching for this paper, I did not know what the achievement gap was, and I am studying to be a teacher. The gap is researched over generations, but it is not actively trying to be solved to our greatest abilities. Teachers cannot solve it by themselves and neither can school systems; it takes the attention and care of the government, the states, school systems, teachers, and society to fix this issue. 
	One way the achievement gap is measured is through standardized testing. Standardized testing is one of many ways through which students are tested on their understanding of content and is also used as a determining factor for students when applying to institutions of secondary education. The emphasis and indirectly implied correlation between good grades and success later in life is starting to the drain the learning out of higher education institutions. It is instilling mindless learning. It is starting to weigh on students by creating a mindset of completing tasks, studying for tests, and going to school, all for the sake of the grade. This is not to say that assessment is not important, because it most surely is. Michael R. Fisher from the Vanderbilt Center for Teaching writes that “The measurement of student learning through assessment is important because it provides useful feedback to both instructors and students about the extent to which students are successfully meeting course learning objective” (Fisher). Without assessment, and not just standardized testing, any type of assessment, there would be no way to hold students accountable for the material they are learning. Where assessment becomes harmful to students is when the assessment is given the authority, or even the idea of authority, to impact a student’s career outside of the education system. 
Students are becoming blinded by their grades. I am currently a freshman in college, but I recently graduated from high school in 2018. My junior and senior year I remember feeling stagnant in my academics. I was learning and completing the assignments that were assigned and getting straight A’s, so doing well by societies standards. Yet, I became so fixated with getting straight A’s, doing well on my SAT’s, and looking good for colleges that I lost sight of the learning that was supposed to be taking place. I didn’t truly understand how badly I was memorizing and doing work for the sake of the grade in high school until I got to college and my classes challenged my thinking in a way that I couldn’t memorize. Society is indirectly putting so much pressure on students to get good grades that their learning is starting to pay the price. 
An objection could be made at this point that society does not play a role in the shift of focus in the education system, but it is the structure of the education system itself. To this I would not disagree, but I do not think all the blame falls onto the education system. Jennifer Gonzalez, a blogger on education, asks a series of questions in a blog post, “How Accurate Are Your Grades?”. One of the questions that she asks that I think should be taken note of is “Can all students do well on this task, regardless of how they learn best?” (Gonzalez). The fact that Gonzalez is proposing this question for teachers to ask themselves about their assignments does go to show that there are assignments that aren’t always fair to all students and can sometimes neglect and misrepresent the educational objective behind the activity. But compared to the weight that society is putting on grades and success, even if indirectly, it is contributing to the decline of the desire to learn less than that of society.  
Possibly the most overlooked and pressing issue within the United States education system is how teachers are treated by their states and the government. For being in such an influential position, they are inadequately paid, receive poor benefits, and are generally not respected for the work they do. It hasn’t been until recent that teachers have started gaining attention from policy influencers. This attention didn’t occur because policy makers realized that teachers needed to be treated better and with more respect. Instead, it was through protests when teachers forced their hand to pay attention to their demands for better treatment and cries for respect. The fact that teachers had to protest to get an increase in pay, better retirement benefits, and benefits in general is incredibly upsetting. According to the National Education Association, in 2016-2017, teachers across America made an average salary of about $59,660 a year. As of 2017, the range of teacher salaries goes from $42,668 in South Dakota to $79,637 in New York. This salary is used to support families, pay rent, buy food, buy supplies for their classroom and other dense varieties of expenses, just as salaries do. A teacher’s salary is the main way they fund their life. Unfortunately, this salary isn’t enough. In an article from TIME, Katie Reilly examines the urgent financial situation for teachers. In an analysis of teacher wages, she writes that in 1994 public-school teachers were making less 1.8% less than comparable workers and by 2017 they were making 18.7% less (Reilly).  These numbers are forcing teachers, who have a range of financial obligations that they have to meet, to seek other means of employment. In another article, Reilly continues exploring the reality of living life as a teacher through 13 personal experiences and stories from teachers. Hope Brown from Kentucky writes “Right now, I have a broken tooth that I can’t afford to have fixed. I’ve had to take a sick day before because I didn’t have enough gas to make it to school” (Brown). We are putting teachers in a financial position where they can’t afford to pay for basic life necessities or recover from unfortunate incidents. If we expect high quality teaching than we need to support teachers and the school system so that they can truly focus on the quality of their teaching versus how they are going to pay their bills. 
Additionally, how teachers are being supported and encouraged by their states and the government, or not supported or encouraged, is starting to deter people from pursuing the teaching profession. And rightly so, I don’t blame the people that turn away from the teaching profession because of its low salary and benefits, but the fact that this is the situation is incredibly sad. Not only are people not pursuing the teaching profession, but there is an increasing turnover rate. In an article from TIME on the reality of living life as a teacher, Grant Ruby writes “If Tacoma wants to continue being a world-class public-school system, we need to be able to attract new teachers and keep experienced teachers” (Ruby). Ruby is absolutely right; the unfortunate truth though is that states and the United States as a whole want a “world-class public-school system” but aren’t willing to lay down or provide what’s necessary to do so. This is opening the occupation up to people who aren’t qualified to teach and don’t have a passion for the job, which in the long end is only harming the students and the future of this nation. The low salaries are doing more than just forcing teachers to work additional jobs to scrape by and lessening the appeal of the job, it is diminishing the amount of respect that people have for a profession that deserves the utmost respect and attention. 
While the scope of this treatment falls heavily upon teachers, it is impacting school funding and systems as well. School funding does vary from state to state because it is up to each state to decide how much money they want to allocate to their programs. In an article from the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, Michael Leachman discusses the amount of money that states have been spending on education. School funding did take a hit during the 2007-2008 recession, which is unfortunate, but understandable because of the times. Yet, Leachman writes, “In 2015…29 states were still providing less total school funding per state than they were in 2008” (Leachman). That is, over half of the United States is spending less on education in 2015 than they were seven years ago. That was seven years to increase spending to where it was before the recession and yet that amount is declining. Education systems can’t run solely on the money they are being provided with by the states. So, part of the financial burden is being shifted to teachers to provide for supplies and resources. Rosa Jimenez shared her story with TIME saying that “More and more as teachers, we’re asked to this amazing curriculum and incorporate technology and do all these things. But we’re not provided with the resources to do that. I usually end up spending up to $1000 every year on supplies for my classroom” (Jimenez). The only issue is, is that they already aren’t getting paid enough money to live comfortably. 
It is easy to see how our treatment of teachers is taking a toll on the profession, the school, the students, and ultimately our education system. Although, to understand to what magnitude the consequences of this behavior are having, it is important to compare our education system to others from around the world. The point of this is not to criticize the United States education system but merely highlight areas that need improvement. If other countries have observed, practiced, and implemented new and innovated methods of teaching that prove to be beneficial to the student’s education, it would be illogical to not research them and possibly incorporate them into the and education system.
In a journal, “Seeing the United States Education System through the Prism of International Comparisons, by Andreas Schleicher, the United States education system is compared and analyzed against other countries. The results of the PISA, Program for International Student Assessment, indicated that the United States education system is not regressing, but it is not progressing as fast and efficiently as other countries are developing their education system. Therefore, the United States test scores were lower that other countries. One piece of information gathered from the PISA was that “the results show that socioeconomic disadvantage has a strong impact on student performance in the United States” (Schleicher, 13). Social class is one of the factors accounted for when researchers study the achievement gap. It is ultimately disappointing that a child’s education is suffering due to the amount of money that their family has. It is important to not that these issues and problems are not permanent and that they can be improved.
Continuing to analyze the differences, Schleicher suggests the first lesson that can be learned from high achieving countries, which is “positive school climate with high expectations” (Schleicher 14). Some may be inclined to think that this point contradicts my earlier claim that too much weight is placed on grades. I disagree with this because what Schleicher means is that high expectations are held in place for students within the school system. There is no correlation between the grades that a student makes in high school and college with how successful they will be in society. Teachers and the education system expect the best because they want the students to do their best, the students are completing work for the sake of learning, and not because of the mindset that if they don’t they will be failures by societies standards, which is the key difference. I think that teachers in the United States do create a positive atmosphere for their students to learn and truly give it their all. Yet, for the passion and dedication they give to the job, it is not necessarily as respected of a position as it should be. The most impactful difference that Schleicher discusses is that the high-achieving “countries studied share a commitment to professionalized teaching in ways that imply that teachers are on a par with other professions” (Schleicher 15). Teachers are respect, encouraged, admired, and appreciated for their dedication, hard work, and love for their job. Not just by the public, which is increasing in the United States, but by their public policy influencers as well. 
The United States education system generally does have the best intentions at heart concerning the education of children. Schleicher identifies a goal of high-achieving countries, “Their aim is to create a ‘knowledge-rich’ education system, in which teachers and school principals act as partners and have the authority to act, the necessary information to do so, and access to effective support systems to assist them in implementing change” (Schleicher 16). Yet where United States education system starts to lack is in its attention and care for the system. It has started to decline and the consequences of that are becoming ever so drastic in the achievement gap, quality of learning, and in the treatment of teachers. I love education and I hope that over the next few years and decades, more attention and care will be given to the education system to help our future generations truly receive the best education that they deserve. 
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