
 

“You Can Lead a Horse to Water, 

But Can You Make the Horse Drink?” 
 

 

 

 

 

Are They Learning Anything? 
 

How Many Attended the School? 
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Teacher's Nightmare? 
 

 

 

 

 
Michael Gold, Jews Without Money, 1930. 

 

 

 



 

 

“The Classroom Combat Zone” 
 

              “Midway through her first year of teaching in a Spanish Harlem junior high, a young graduate of the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education wrote Dean Theodore R. Sizer to complain about the inadequacy 

of her training. 
 

                In your attempt to uplift the quality of teaching and materials you have us take courses 
from assistants and Ph.D. candidates who have had little teaching experience.  And although they 
were extremely bright and charming people, their lack of experience “in the field” was a 
significant handicap…. 
 
                How to tell you about JHS 45…? 
                At 8:40 A.M. I am meant to be standing in the hall outside my classroom, welcoming my 
children, preventing them from running down the halls, killing each other, passing cigarettes, 
etc.; however, I can’t  make it to the hall because I haven’t mastered the taking of attendance.  
Each day I have four separate attendance sheets to fill out (twice, needs to be done after lunch).  
A crisis and then a cross in blue or black ink.  Red pen for mistakes.  About eight different kinds 
of notations for different sorts of lateness. 
 
                Postcards home for those who were absent… “T-slip” for probation for those who are 
absent five days.  At the end of each week there’s the fifth attendance from, which involves 
averages…. 
 
                The whole place is mad and absurd; going to school is going to war.  My classes are 
devoted to trying to get the kids to open their notebooks, stay seated, stop talking, stop 
fighting…. 
 
                 We have not started to learn yet, I am afraid.  When I admit this to my colleagues, they 
retort, “Miss Kovner, you must learn to keep your classroom door closed when you’re having 
trouble.” 
 
                  My suggestions: please to God, if you are going to send HGSE students into urban 
schools, prepare them a bit more than I was prepared.  The dynamics of the classroom situation 
are overwhelming; they must be studied and solved before anything can be taught and learned.  
For me the idea of trying to teach any normal academic curriculum is absurd at the moment…. As 
to teacher training, expose future “slum” teachers to the killing fact that they have a war on their 
hands…. Whether I’ll be able to last out more than a year at [JHS] 45, I don’t know"* 
 
                 As things turned out, the young lady was not able to “last out” even her first year at JHS 
45; she left her post at the end of only one semester of teaching – to join the faculty of the 
Harvard Graduate School Education!  
 
 * Quoted in Bernard Bard, “The Classroom Combat Zone,” The New York Post, January 28, 1967  
 
 
 



 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 



 
 

 

 



 

 

A Slum School 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

 
James Bryant Conant*, Slums and Suburbs, 1961, 15ff. 

(*Conant, President of Harvard University then, involved deeply in  

Public School education problems during Progressive Education of 1950s) 
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