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Of The TldIngs .

"In a brick-clad cladsroom under.
the shimmer of florescent lights,
moré than 50 students cluster into
small groups.” The .wall clock
slowly ticks 1ff the minutes until

break time, but no one seems to.

nolice as they eagerly lean toward
cach otheér in expectation. A ques-
tion begins the discussion.

'Are we taught hate, or is it in-
bom?'’ asks one young man,
"I think we learn it from our
Rarcnts.'lf .answers another,

Would we know how to hate if
we were the only person on the
garth?™.’ . :

Still .another student responds
with, “We try something and find
we dislike it, then we say-we.hate
L I think hate is too strong of a
wvord."”. : . oy
* The discussion of hate and -war
‘ontinues for ten minutes until-the
el signals'the end of class time.
yome students nolsily exit,” but
sthers move to the corner to talk
urther about issues raised by-
"homas Hobbes" classlc,
'Leviathon,”" .~ -

The level of discussion'might
re.expected in a college
‘hilosophy class or graduale
chool setling — not from 14- and
5-year-olds studying English and
ilobal- studies..at Ashland High
ichool, '

- 'The students are arl of a new
and innovative cwriculum called

Touchstones that is being used in.

arca schools to develop and en-
hance skills needed to meef the re-
guiremems of ttie 21st Century
chools program, P
Touchstones is 'a discussion
workshop directed at refining stu-
dents' communication and critical
thinking skills. Bxcerpts from
Bresclecled texts — such.as those
y Aristotle, Kant, and Lao Tsu
—- are read aloud in class: Stu-
dents then form small groups o
formulate questions 'stemming
from the rea((]ings. They then form
a larger group, present their ques-
tions to each other, and follow the

discussion in whatever direction it -

goes. : . .

**“Touchstones gets kids Lo talk,
It moves them to open up,’’ said
-Bill Gabriel; one of six leachers at

.the high, 'school who, uses the.

program. : _
“&briel, along "with, teacher
Butch McBaine, teacli the sirth
. grade global studies/EBnglish block
:and use **Touthstones'’. as part of
.their weekly cirriculum. Used suc-

cessfully..as a pilot program last '

+year, it is now & required aclivily
for all ninth graders. ’

Touchst

AHS Principal Mary -Cornish’

instituted the program after having
witnessed its success with stu-
dents in New Mexico. -

“ve\We started it heré because it is
so good for the kids,'" she said.
*It’s a chance for kids to get ex-
‘posed to the great thinkers. v

- Cornish says the program trains
children to communicate in 8 5ys-
tematic and formal way, with the
text for focus. Readin Fi the classics
and formulating questions without
‘teacher direction has created high
student interest. . . .

**11’s a chance for kids o talk to
cach other more than about just
what they saw’ on MTYV last
night,”” she said. - o

“Gabricl says the program has
enhanced learning throughout the
classroom. Studénts have started
taking .responsibility for their
learning in other areas.

**Touchstones -have changed
the nature of (he class,’! he sald.

**The kids now begin to take cvery:

question very. seriously: The
have come to.realize this s their
time;

B s R :
The whole focus, Gabriel says,
is'to get students to be self-taught
learners. Then, he says, kids make

they are either wasting It or,

““You see-a. tremendous dif-
ference with kids when they gel
involved in school,”” said Gabrjel.
“‘They got Plugged in and are suc-
‘cessful. It's” what. gets .the kids

“fired-up.”’ »

Gabriel says that with the self-
learning empliasis there is a lot of
freedom to succeed — and to fail
—' but the students always come
through, even’ the traditionally
‘‘weaker’' students. -

. “"The bottom line is, there is nb
bad Kid,"" said Gabriel. **They all
have a story like you and me."’

Because (here is aniple oppor-
tunity for students to lose motiva-.
tion, Gabriel and McBaine Iry 1o
keep theif curiosity level up by
finding the right ‘‘angle’’. and
reinforcing it with projects.

**We do various activities that
correlate with the subject, like pot-

- lupks, making paper and performn-

still learning, bu
we're gelling there,”’ he. said.
Probably -the greatest factor it
the success of Touchstones js stu-
dent enjoyment. In the words ol
one ninth grade student,
“*Touchstones are cool.””

“We're

ing plays. Whatever it takes to be

different 10 make it different,"’
said Gabriel. ** You.don't bribe the
kids, but you do whatever it takes
to get them to learn.”’ s
‘McBaine says there are still cer-
tain- absolutes, like teaching

vocabulary “and wriling, but he
liries to kéep them relevant to the

cholces 1o take carc of their:own'students.
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