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commentary
from other pens...
Americans like Bush
for personal honesty

By Will Lester

Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON — President Bush hasarelatively strong position
inthe polls after hisfirst 100 days— a popularity pollstersbelieveis
built largely on his personal appeal and perceptions of hishonesty.

“Whenyou' vegot thisdividedanelectorateandit’sthisearly, itleaves
you subject to adefining event either good or bad, which cantendto set
your perception,” said Republican pollster Bob Tester.

“His strength with the public continuesto be the perception heisa
niceguy and aperson of honor,” Democratic pollster Geoff Garinsaid.
“But hehasnot gai ned much ground onthetwo subjectswherethevoters
had thebiggest concerns, presidential |eadership and caring moreabout
average familiesthan about wealthy corporate interests.”

Democrats have an advertising campaign to drive awedge between
Bush and the public— using issuesthey think will anger Americans.

Onead showschildrentalking about arsenicinwater and salmonella
in meat — referring to recent Bush decisionsrolling back regulations
on the environment and health |ater modified under intense criticism.
Theother ad showsbudget cutstearing away at popular publicprograms.

“TheAmerican peoplewoul d bebetter servedif themisguided lead-
ership of the Democratic Party were to lower the destructive rhetoric
that drivespeopleapart,” said AnnWagner, co-chair of the Republican
National Committee.

Bush ran for president saying he wouldn’'t choose his policy posi-
tions on the issues based on polls. Bush is pushing many of the same
initiativeshechampioned onthecampaigntrail and hasn’ t altered them
to fit the public’s preferences. Democrats claim that's because he's
beholdento big businessand corporatedonors, while Republicans say
it'sbecause hehasprinciples.

Republican strategistsacknowledgethey seeplenty of internal poll-
inginformation, but say it’ sused moretodevel optheir messageon preset
goalsthan to determine what position to take.

They saidtheenvironmental decisionsdidn’t necessarily causespe-
cific poll problems, but they could have torn down the perception of
Bush as“adifferent kind of Republican.”

Bush ran for president successfully as“acompassionate conserva-
tive” — animage that Democrats hope to damage.

“On the surface, everything isA-OK,” said conservative Marshall
Wittman of the Hudson Institute. “ Beneath the surface there are some
disturbing trends. Thereisaview heismore of acorporate conserva-
tive than a compassionate conservative, a perception he favors big
business over ordinary Americans.”

Bush' spersonal popularity isfueled by thecontrast withformer Presi-
dent Clinton, Wittman said. “ He' stheanti-Clinton, strong where Clin-
ton wasweak and weak where Clinton was strong.”

Clintonisgivencredit asan effectivecommunicator and someonecon-
cerned about ordinary Americans, but they didn’t think he was honest.

Bush must be careful Democratsdon’t usetheenvironmental issues
onBushlike Republicansused gaysinthemilitary toweaken Clinton.

Polls suggest few people were aware of the administration’s deci-
siontostop Clinton-erarulesonarsenicindrinking water and itsquick
reversal onaproposal to ease salmonel latesting requirementson meat
for school lunches, and the Bush administration has been moving
quickly to rehabilitate itsimage on the environment.

“They were surprised by the reaction on the environment and have
been adjusting ever since,” said ThomasMann, apolitical analyst.

A Democratic veteran of the White House said he doesn’t buy the
position Bush doesn’t use pollsto modify hispublic positions.

“l don't believeit for asecond,” said L eon Panetta, who wasachief
of staff to Clinton. “ You don't flip around on environmental positions
without some concern about poll resultson that issue.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspolling and politicsfor The
Associated Press.
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Explicit language, Scenes not really necessary

| don’tknow about you, but | think televisionand
moviesare getting worse.

Giving arguments for freedom of speech and
expression, theboundariescontinueto bepushed.
| will never understand why coarsewordsand lit-
eral visualsare preferred asmeansof illustration.
Nothing isleft to theimagination. Possibly that
isbecausethereislittle value placed onimagina-
tionanymore. Everything hastobeexpressedin
themost crude, literal way.

“Becausethat’stheway peopletak today,” ex-
pertssay. Well, maybethat’sright; peopledotalk
that way. Butwhichcamefirst - theexplicit shows
that givelicenseto that behavior or the behavior
itself?

Toystoday are graphic and specific, valued as
learning tools instead of entertainment and fun.
They areextensionsof classrooms. Childrenaren’t
encouragedtoimagineor pretend. A stick can’tbe
amagicwand, apentowriteinthedirt, and above
al - not atoy gun.

Didn’'t you play withtoy gunsasachild?1 did.
We pretended to shoot each other; we' dfall down
deadfor afew minutes; we' drisetoplay again.We
knewitwasall pretend. Gunsdidn’t havetolook
like guns; weimagined them.

For me, themorerealistic thegunsbecame, the
lessfunthey were. | didn't appreciate the power-
ful “rubber guns’ (ammunition wassliced-upin-
ner tubes) the neighborhood boys devised that
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couldreally sting.

Weplayedwithguns, but wealsoknew real from
imagined. Movies showed guns that shot people
(usually thebad guys), but therewasn’t any blood.
We used our imaginations- didn’'t haveto seelife-
likebloodandgore. Andyet, wegrew uptobegood
citizensin a society that had much less violence
thantoday’s.

Learning toys don’t seem to be accomplishing
what parents would like them to do. Yes, maybe
children aregetting smarter, but they’ velost won-
der and imagination.

| don’t seethat wewerewarped by playingwith
toy gunsand swords. Weknew they could hurt, and
our parentswerearoundto punishusappropriately
when enthusiasm overcame our playmates’ secu-
rity. Toys were taken away, or we were punished
by beingisolated fromfriends. Wewereinstructed
on appropriate play habits, and we knew there
would bestricter rulesif we didn’t keep the lesser
ones. | don’'t remember anyone being “ bored.”

Today our childrenarealmost too protected. We

buy learning toys, we pad elbows and knees, we
encourage computer activitiesthat stifleimagina-
tions, etc. Childrenlearncautionby makingsmall
errors, not by being protected fromthem. Our chil-
drenaresmarter, butthey areal somorestressed out.

They arefull of information, but struggling over
moral sandvalues. Weweren' t better whenwewere
kids, wewerejust allowed to be kids. We weren’t
as street-smart or technology-literate, but we
weren't expected to be. Our teen yearswerecall e
“formative’; we weren't expected to know it all
(evenif wethought wedid). Wewerewatched over,
not warned against strangers.

We didn't have our own cars; wewere allowed
to occasionally borrow the only one our parents
drove. Privilegeswereearned and appreciated, and
given out according to our behavior and trustwor-
thiness.

TheAmerican Dream of giving our childrenall
the things we didn’t have when we were growing
up has backfired. We' ve given them lots of mate-
rial things but in the meantime have robbed them
of things that are more important — things like
available parents, grandparentswho live close by,
the imagination to play and work creatively, the
innocenceto appreci atethesimpleand thewonder-
ment of discovering thingsontheir own.

Television and movies show our children things
they justdon’tneedtosee. They’'ll learnabout life's
harsh realities soon enough.

Lighting the path to excellence

If Americaisonthebrink of an educationrevo-
lution, astheoptimistinmebelieves, wemight find
asoft-spoken professor named Mel Levinelight-
ing our way.

Asl wroteinlast Sunday’scolumn, Levineisa
Rhodesscholar, Harvard M edical School gradand
aUniversity of North Carolinaprofessor of pedi-
atrics who has devoted his life to understanding
how kidslearn. Thebooks, videosand workshops
that have grown from hisinstitute, All Kinds of
Minds, havebeen attracting ever-increasing atten-
tion from educators, media and politicians. In a
recent interview, | asked himto describe hisideal
school.

* Theteachers, hesaid, wouldbewell trainedin
how kidslearn, and they would be aware that ev-
ery kid learnsdifferently. * So much of theteach-
ers' training is curriculum-based rather than kid-
based,” Levinesaid. “ They learn how toteach so-
cial studiesrather than how kidslearn social stud-
ies.”

* Thestudentswouldalsobewell schooledfrom
anearly ageonhow they learn. “Kidswouldlearn
about learning while they’re learning,” Levine
said. They would betaught how suchfunctionsas
memory and language and attention work. If they
can understand their own brain’s strengths and
weaknesses, Levinesaid, they arebetter abletouse
strengthsto compensate for weaknesses, thus be-
coming better problem solversand decision mak-
ers.

« Every child, not just special ed students, would
have an Individual Education Plan. Thisis basi-
cally amanagement plan that spellsout the areas
inwhichastudent struggles— whether academi-
cally, socialy or emotionally — and the school’s
planto addressthem. “I1t doesn’t haveto beexten-
sive,” Levinesaid. “ Just, ‘What are the needs of
thischild?”

 Ontheflipside, therewould beacommitment
toidentifyingastudent’ sstrengthsand making sure
they’ re getting stronger. “Even in elementary
school, children ought to pick atopic that they're
interestedinand study it for threeor four yearsso
that by the sixth grade, a particular kid is his
school’sleading expert.”

Let’s say athird-grader is passionate about
trucks, Levinesaid. By thetimehereachesthesixth
grade, hewill havewritten fivereportsontrucks,
donetwo art projects on trucks and three science
projects on trucks. In the process, he has learned
what scholarship tasteslike.

“I think one of the experiences every child
should have is ataste of expertise,” Levine said.
“Whatisitliketoknow moreabout somethingthan
anyonein your school does, including the teach-
ers?Thepointisto pursueknowledgeindepthand
build alot of skillsaround that.”

Also, Levine said, acommon thread in the bi-
ographies of highly successful peopleisthat as
childrenthey all had passions, whether dinosaurs,
space or dance.

» There would be atotal crackdown on peer
abuse. “We have cracked down on chewing gum
inschool,” Levinesaid. “ Meanwhile, you canhu-
miliate another human being and principal s will
say, ‘Boyswill beboys.””

*Inhighschool, studentswould havetheoption
of taking their weakest coursesaspass/fail andthen
push themselves to excellence in their strongest
courses. “Weshouldn' t bejudging peopleharshly
interms of how they practice other people's spe-
ciaties. But you' ve got to be exposed to them,”
Levinesaid.

“But in the classes you' ve selected for grades,
we' re going to brutalize you. We' re going to kill
you to make you excellent. In asense, every stu-
dent would be an honors student in something.”

» There would be more than one way to assess
students. Kids who chronically don’t test well
could be judged on their accomplishments and
productivity.

“If you hand in every single assignment, that
ought to be rewarded, as opposed to how you do
ontests, whichhasso muchluck and rotememory
involved,” Levine said. “ The quality is going to
comeeventually if you stay productive.”

* No student would be slapped with alearning-
disability label like“ADD” or “dyslexic.” “We
would label the phenomenon that the kids are
struggling with rather than the kids themselves,”
Levinesaid.

*Theschool wouldfindwaystoenableevery kid
to experience at least three of the following: cre-
ative accomplishment, motor accomplishment,
| eadership accomplishment and altrui stic accom-
plishment. For the klutz who might never be mo-
torically accomplished, Levinesaid, the physical
ed teacher ought totrain him or her to beacoach,
thus avoiding the humiliation of public failure
while enhancing leadership skills.

« High school would not focusso myopically on
skillsneededtogetinto collegebut rather onthose
neededtolivearesponsible, enrichinglife.” Right
now, high schoolsare sototally subservient tothe
SATSs, togetting kidsinto college,” Levine said.

“Kids should go to college, but let’s not make
that the end point. Thereare alot of really impor-

tant functionsthat haveto bein placefor life, and
they need to beintroduced early.

“ Andif that becomesobscured by gettingagood
SAT score, then| think therearewasted opportuni-
ties. That’swhy | hate theterm college prep.”

Even in this political climate, in which high-
stakestesting is offered asthe answer to every ill,
Levine believes hisideas for education are being
heard.

“Ithink it'savery logical next stepineducation.
What wewant todoisproducesuccessful children,
and nobody woul d say there' sonly onekind of suc-
cessful child. Soif therearealot of different ways
to be successful, there haveto bealot of different
pathwaystoward that success.”

Thefirst steptoward changingtheAmericanedu-
cationsystemistobelieveit canbechanged, acom-
modity in short supply among many politicians.

It'stimefor thebelieversto stand up, al thepar-
ents and grandparents and educators, and answer
onequestion: Whowill changeour children’sedu-
cationif not us?

Joan Ryan isa columnist for the San Francisco
Chronicle. Send comments to her e-mail at
joanryan@sfgate.com.
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