
A Matter Of Semantics

Late one afternoon, in the waning hours of a school day, I was approached by a shyly 
deferential young woman.  As a student registered into my first period Language Arts class, I 
knew this young lady to be exceptionally – and even painstakingly – polite.  Having immigrated 
into the United States in her primary school years, being a hard-working student, this girl was 
well on her way to becoming an English language scholar. 	
The intricacies of a nuanced 
innuendo, however?
	
 Kept her on her toes.  

On this particular afternoon, she stood in front of my desk rocking a little bit, back and 
forth.  It was clear that she was hoping to propose an importantly private question.  Catching her 
eye, I smiled encouragingly. 

“Miss?”  She started, after glancing cautiously around my empty room.  Leaning in a 
little more closely, she lowered her voice.  “Miss?  What is…”  

Here she paused again, to let her voice drop even lower: 
“What is the difference, Miss, between horseshit and bullshit?”
Thinking back, I can’t remember exactly what I told her.  
But, had she asked this same question only a few years later?
 I could have told her that the exact distinction between horseshit and bullshit was simply 

the difference between year one and year two of Elemental Scholars.
As our team of disparately collected educators neared the end of our first long year of an 

immovably ordered Elemental Scholars’ retraining, program organizers had taken the time to 
explain that their latest evaluative feedback suggested that teachers felt future retrainings would 
greatly benefit from an intentional student-and-teacher-based differentiation.  In fact, organizers 
explained?  Educator opinion had made it more than clear that (no matter how much money had 
already been spent; no matter how much instructional time had already been interrupted), the 
concept of requiring all teachers – regardless of individual experiences and class level 
responsibilities – to utilize practices best suited to elementary-level students, had not, in point of 
fact, been helpful.

Offering belated apologies for having forced a very long and invasive year 
unconditionally filled with weakly ineffectual retrainings, program coordinators made repeated 
promises to address this serious issue; they would, and here they gave their personal guarantee, 
immediately take educator requests for ability diversified retrainings under consideration.  

However.  
Participant requests, organizer apologies, ensuing big promises...

	
 All, as it turned out?
	
 Moot.

Previous contractual commitments with organizers, venues, printers, booksellers, and 
speakers kept first year practices firmly, and immutably, in place.  If, in fact, organizer promises 
for an intentional differentiation were to be honored, well, this would cost an amazing amount of 
money.  And, now, c’mon; surely you couldn’t expect the district to just throw money around, 
spending it unwisely.  Could you?  

And so it was that Elemental Scholars, Year Two, commenced – with few, if any, notable 
variations.  More overwhelmingly sugar-laden breakfasts led off long, mind-numbingly 
unimaginative days: days filled to overflowing with a supplemental run of elementary-level 
strategies.  



But.  
Oh well, now.  
On the other hand.
Seriously dumbing down academic practices for all upper-level students? 	
Unexpectedly, 

in a moment of wondrous serendipity this was turning out to be a fortuitously unanticipated 
solution for yet another suddenly legalized shiny-penny educational mandate.  Seeking glory and 
gold in days of an ever realigning, cyclically funded school reform, an additional glut of self-
identified educational “experts” – more than a few of them poverty-and-culture-disconnected, 
keep-an-eye-on-me-I’m-going-places politicians – now vigorously contended that school-score 
identified bad teachers should not only be assertively and massively retrained. 

Oh my, no. 
They must now also be individually and unconditionally isolated; and then?
Aggressively, repeatedly and uncompromisingly appraised.
Grinding gears to once again throw the innovation bus into a painful reverse, the focus of 

low-income school reform pulled up short.  Selecting to yet again bypass any of those pesky 
issues attached to a cumbersomely deepening national poverty – an increasingly ominous, 
Presidentially-recognized “us-them” kind of poverty ever more capable of producing not only a 
burgeoning social inequity, but a visibly attached cultural segregation:

Well, regrouping at first subtly, and then more overtly?  
With mounting precision, an unprecedented educational financing was reined in, 

redirected, and aimed ever more particularly at the actions now associated to the suddenly 
legislated and much truer answer to our modern-day low-income-school innovation conundrum: 

A massive and, well yes, massively expensive, teacher evaluation. 


