
I Cannot Be Bill Gates

by Maria Suyin Sy Opeda
        I’ve always wished I had Bill Gates’ money to invest in school reforms just as he is doing it now – paying experts to conduct action researches, installing high-tech learning equipment, putting in his own teachers – to give at-risk American students a peek at what they are able to achieve, inspiring them to reach beyond the boundaries of their ghettoes so their families could have a shot at rising to the top of Maslow’s pyramid.   I am not Bill Gates.  I am just a classroom teacher, but I dream no less than Bill Gates for the Filipino youth.
       My teacher-dream may be way out of proportion to Arrowhead’s gift of US$4,000 but it is a good sum that could begin to give substance to that dream.  I dream of students who choose to read and read like there was no tomorrow.  I envision students who not only seek answers, but create solutions, weighing the worth of their ideas against others’, the moral implications of one choice over the other, and finally making decisions that is beneficial to the majority, if not to everyone.  So if I had money to put that dream on the road to reality, I would do just that: provide these students access to classroom instruction that would stir in them the love for reading and literature – the kind of reading activity that also nurtures the soul and fine tunes their aesthetic sensibilities – and hone their thinking and writing skills, and then take those sensibilities and skills together to develop projects that aim at changing local realities and perspectives through persuasion and action.  Sounds like a job for Superman?  Unfortunately, it is not the job for Superman.  It is the job for teachers on Bill Gates’ payroll.  But I am only a Filipino teacher on Prince George’s County Public Schools payroll.  So when someone like Arrowhead comes offering the power to decide on how US$4,000 should be used to change lives, I feel that I could step up a notch closer to Bill Gates.
       Why reading?  I don’t think that any other human endeavor has the same power to change lives than reading.  I do not dispute the need for mathematical logic to drive a nation to the frontiers of technology.  But I have never heard it been said, solve your math problems today, lead your fellows tomorrow, or proving theorems nurtures great minds.  Hasn’t it always been read today, lead tomorrow or reading nurtures great minds?  This may sound a simplistic argument but such is the power of reading, plain and simple.  And this cannot be truer in children who are naturally intuitive and are able to get way past the basic decoding and literal comprehension in a cinch to understanding metaphors and the nuances of rhetoric.  And this is exactly the kind of students I would like the Arrowhead grant to target - to be delivered through an enhanced reading and language arts curriculum, backed by the necessary instructional materials and an inviting learning environment to effectively implement it.  
        I have worked with such a brilliant bunch of students before both in my alma mater, Bicol University College of Education Laboratory School- High School Department, and the Philippine Science High School – Southern Mindanao Campus.  They are the kind of students who love challenges and who are habitually trying to exceed themselves – potential candidates for national leadership and assets to national development. I would say that a curriculum nested in the context of their potentials for leadership (contextual learning environment, as experts call it) will direct their energies and natural talents to hear and heed the call of national leadership in banking, commerce, legislature, science and technology, and education and become movers of society, so to speak. In essence, the enhanced curriculum would contain the content and the learning experiences that would train these students to think as leaders in a field closest to their hearts - leaders with souls and consciences. Cogito ergo sum. As we make students think like leaders, so will they be.  However, I am naming my alma mater the primary recipient of the US $4000 grant.
       The summer before I came to America, I had the opportunity to teach some students in my old high school as part of my requirements in a graduate course.  I was dismayed at what I saw.  Not only had my school shrunk to a tenth of its original size, it had also lost that spirit of which the school’s hymn writer wrote “the intellectual shrine, benevolent, with its love for all.”   All I could see were the peeling paint, the weather-beaten desks, the bare bulletin boards, the uneven chalkboard, and the outdated, yellowed pages of old, musty books in the library.  But amidst the sparseness and the slovenliness, some 38 pairs of eager bright eyes stood out – a sharp contrast to their learning environment.   They belonged to the freshmen assigned to me that week.                 

       Naturally bright and motivated students still flock to BUCELHS.  Of over a thousand incoming high school students from all over Albay the University screens each year, only about 70 are taken.  But because of the University’s mandate of higher education, the laboratory schools do not get as much funding as they used to in the past and have been at risk at being closed down.  It has managed to stay operational only because of the community’s lobbying to keep it open.  The only support they are getting now however is in terms of teachers’ salaries, leaving other matters of operation to the community – parents, alumni, and local patrons of education.  It is a tall order to keep a school under government fire afloat and to institute academic reforms on top of that would be asking for something short of a miracle. But with vision, compassion, and financial help from benevolent institutions and persons, teachers have been known to have worked out school-wide miracles, like turning achievement scores around.  I am a teacher, and I know that often good intentions are not good enough in the classroom.  That is why part of the things required of a teacher is continuous professional development.  Sometimes the school system provides for this; many times, especially in the Philippines, continuous education would mean digging into your family’s food money.
       Teachers may no longer be the sages on the stage, but they still remain to be the central force that moves the classroom.  Since I am dedicating the Arrowhead grant to the development of an enhanced reading/language arts curriculum and contextualize it in community leadership and service, necessarily this project will start with the training of the curriculum writers who will naturally be the English teachers of BUCELS’s high school department.  Specifically some of the money will go to training fees and stipends for the training of these teachers and for writing the curriculum.  Part of the money will go to the purchase of professional development books and then later, to the purchase of trade books and materials needed to support the enhanced curriculum that the teachers will develop.
       One might argue that channeling the grant dollars to teacher training is synonymous to flushing money down the drain.  The teachers could submit themselves to training and not see the project to the end.  As the fashion is these days, benevolent institutions and individuals purchase equipment for schools– tangibles – with their names emblazoned on them.  However, equipments, like computers or laboratory instruments are only as good as the people using them.  So, everything instructional/educational still boils down to that one veritable influence in the classroom – the teacher.  To ensure that good money will not end up being wasted on an unfinished project, some requirements will have to be imposed on the beneficiary. I believe for the project to see fruition, first of all, BUCELS-HS will have to take ownership of the vision and concomitantly, the project as a whole.  To signify their intent at making good the grant being offered to them, like anyone seeking a grant for school improvement, BUCELS-HS will have to write the proposal from rationale, to timetable, to evaluation and monitoring, to budget requirements, sources of funds, and school resources available to support the project, e.g. training fees, per diem, leave credits, computer, printer, copying machine, school supplies, work space, etc.  Doing so will help the beneficiaries see the rigor and the dedication such endeavor would require of them and fairly warn them of what it would entail in terms of time and labor.
       It is hard to believe that the teachers of BUCELS-HS would not welcome Arrowhead’s gift of $4,000 and take on the challenge of providing their already bright students with a world-class education and eventually open an avenue toward being the benchmark and demo school of reading/language arts instruction in the Bicol Region for a chance to pay Arrowhead’s benevolence forward.  But if for any reason they refuse, I have three other beneficiaries in mind:  the BUCE Laboratory School – Elementary Department, the Philippine Science High School Southern Mindanao Campus, and the UP College of Education’s Gurong Pahinungod.    
       Boy!  Must it feel exhilarating to be in Bill Gates’ shoes.  But I am a teacher and no Bill Gates could ever fill my shoes.  However, I could have use for some bottomless pockets.  Then I would not wish to walk in Bill Gates’ shoes ever again.
