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% NEWS OF THE WEIRD
BY CHUCK SHEPARD

America's Creative Class: Farmer
Randy Valicoff (of Yakima Valley in
Washington) sold designer apples (at
$6) this autumn, created by laying
tiny, artistic stickers of "cougars" or
"huskies" on ripening apples, leav-
ing on the otherwise-red skin yellow
images of either the Washington
State University cougar or the
University of Washington husky. And
in November, Rice University MBA
student Beau Carpenter introduced
his battery-operated, glowing thong
for strippers, with a two-hour
charge, in neon colors, at about $50.

TODAY IN HISTORY

In 1861, Florida seceded from the
Union.

In 1863, London’s Metropolitan, the
world’s first underground passenger
railway, opened to the public.

In 1870, John D. Rockefeller incorpo-
rated Standard Oil.

In 1920, the League of Nations was
established as the Treaty of Versailles
went into effect.

In 1928, the Soviet Union ordered the
exile of Leon Trotsky.

In 19486, the first General Assembly of
the United Nations convened in
London.

QUOTE OF THE DAY

“Sex is the Tabasco sauce which an
adolescent national palate sprinkles
on every course in the menu.”

Mary Day Winn
AMERICAN WRITER (1888-1965)
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California schools
failing miserably:
SM makes grade

Santa Monica schools
rank at ‘top of the bottom’

(Editor’s note: This is the third
article in an ongoing series about
the public school system through-
out the state and in Santa
Monica).

BY CAROLYN SACKARIASON
Daily Press Staff Writer

DISTRICT HDQTRS. — While a
recent report shows that Calif-
ornia’s public school system is the
48th worst in the nation, local
schools have been able to stay a
cut above the rest, officials say.

But it’s all relative, said John
Deasy, superintendent of the Santa
Monica-Malibu Unified School
District.

“We are at the top of the bot-
tom of the barrel,” he said, adding
the local school district is consid-
ered highly achieving when com-
pared to the rest of the nation and
the state. “Our overall results in
California are only better than
Louisiana and Mississippi. That’s
pathetic.”

Last week, Deasy responded to
a recently released report by the
RAND Corp. that shows Calif-
ornia’s public school system lags
behind most of the nation on
almost every objective measure-

JOHN DEASY

“Our overall results
in California are only
better than Louisiana

and Mississippi.
That’s pathetic.”

— JOHN DEASY
Superintendent of schools

ment of student achievement,
funding, teacher qualifications
and school facilities.

Deasy said he wasn’t surprised
by the findings and characterized
the widely-anticipated report as “a
depressing wake-up call.”

See SCHOOLS, page 5
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BY PAM WIGHT
Special to the Daily Press

Samohi  English  teacher
Meredith Louria wanted to find
out how to improve Santa
Monica’s schools. So, naturally,
she went to Russia.

Despite its notoriously turbulent
(and according to some, not entirely
successful) transition to democracy,
Russia actually ranks 14th interna-
tionally in education while the
United States lags behind at 27th,
according to the State Department.
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Twenty-three years ago, Louria
spent her first year of teaching in
France on a Fulbright Scholarship
and has since held the notion that
by looking internationally to other
educational systems, we may find
solutions to some of our own prob-
lems here in American schools.

“Russia had such an amazing
history of education and strength
of education,” Louria said. “If you
go back to Sputnik ... the whole
space race started because Russia
put a man in space first and
(President John F.) Kennedy want-

ed the United States to catch up.

“So I didn’t go there just to
bring some of my expertise to
them, I also went there to look at
what they’re doing that’s worked
so well.”

The State Department’s Bureau
of Educational and Cultural
Affairs offers an award called the
United States-Eurasia Awards for
Excellence in Teaching. Winners
are offered the opportunity to par-
ticipate in a three-week-long
exchange program.

See PROFILES, page 6
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In October of 2004, 36 award winners
were dispersed to 10 different countries
— nine to Russia— each having been dis-
tinguished teachers and recognized in
their fields.

“They were looking for people who
have an award status and who are interest-
ed in working on the global level,” Louria
said. “Also, we had to demonstrate that
we’d keep an ongoing project with them
when we return.”

One of those projects Louria arranged
was for Russian students to join Santa
Monica students in an essay contest about
the importance of ecology, presented by
the Santa Monica-based environmental
group Heal the Bay.

“My host teacher, Nadya Streuva, is
very interested in saving the environ-
ment,” Louria said. “So I brought back the
Russian students’ essays and they will be
on display at the Santa Monica Aquarium
along with the local students’ essays.
People here can go see them. And on
Earth Day this year, some of my students
and some of Nadya’s students will do a
video conference on the environment.”

Louria also did a presentation for the
Santa Monica school board upon her
return and is currently co-writing an arti-
cle with Streuva.

But Russian schools are not without
their problems; problems similar to those
facing American schools.

“They asked me about smoking, in par-
ticular, which they have a big problem
with,” Louria said. “And about drugs,
which they have a smaller problem with,
and ditching. But what they don’t have is an
ethnic mix — at least in the region where I
was. They were mostly white and Christian.
Very little diversity. I showed them pictures
of my students and, of course, the first thing
you notice about Samohi is the diversity. So
I think that [lack of diversity] may eliminate
certain issues, but I don’t think it accounts
for all of the differences. There’s just a very
different role that education plays in
Russian society.”

Louria, who double majored in English
and French for her B.A. degree at Mount
Holyoke College in Massachusetts, origi-
nally wanted to teach French at the univer-
sity level. But when she took a leave to try
high school after returning from France,
she never wanted to do anything else.

Now, after 23 years of teaching, the
passion and dedication to her job are still
evident in Louria’s voice.

“What I really loved about teaching high
school was that I could still share all my
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Meredith Louria takes time out amid her recent tour of Russian schools to pose with colleagues and students.

passion for literature, but I could also form
relationships because 1’d have the students
for a full year and, sometimes, I’d have
them again,” she said. “I loved that part.”
Louria spoke to the Daily Press about
teaching and her Russian experience from
her Santa Monica High School classroom.

Where in Russia did the State Department
send you?

It’s pronounced “Voronish” in English.
It’s spelled V-o-r-o-n-e-z-h. It’s about 550
km south of Moscow. It’s a big city of
about 1 million people, so it’s urban,
although it’s not as big as Los Angeles. But
it wasn’t like [ was in some country village.

I went to five different K-11 schools —
two were private, three were public. And
then I went to two universities. The town
has a lot of universities in it. They’re all
public universities, but they specialize in
different things. I went to the teachers’
college and to the literature part of the
university and spoke to teachers there.

Each of us nine Americans who went to
Russia went to a completely different part
of Russia. And as you may know, Russia
is one-and-a-half times the size of the
U.S., so we were really spread out. The
Russian population took as much advan-
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tage of us as they could, by having us see
as much and be seen as much as possible

There’s a great divide in Russia
between those who have made a lot of
money in the new capitalist system and
those who haven’t. The social services
people — doctors, teachers, etc. — have
not made money. So these are very edu-
cated, very sophisticated people who
don’t have the money that would allow
them to travel to England, let alone the
United States. Now there’s a whole other
class of business people who do. I met
people who had traveled to the U.S. and
had money to send their children to pro-
grams in the U.S.

So it is opening up, but for the typical
person working in the social services, they
won’t be able to travel because of money.
So the schools are so hungry for people to
come to them and the materials they get
are mostly from England. So they’re very
hungry for American material. Most of us
traveling, including myself, took two suit-
cases to Russia — one for our clothes and
the other one for materials. I took books,
workbooks, posters, magazines, etc.

Do you speak Russian?

No, I do not. And that was not a
requirement. And of all of the Americans
who went, only one knew a little Russian.
None of us were fluent in Russian. The
people who I worked with over there were
teachers of English in Russia. And their
English was amazing.

I have this bias — maybe because of
my own experience — that you only get
fluent when you go and live in the country
(where they speak the language.). So even
though I’d had eight years of French prior
to going to France, it was that year in
France that made me fluent. But these
teachers had never been outside of Russia
and their English was extraordinary, both
in pronunciation and in currency. They
listen to tons of media in English that’s
now available. I mean, their education
system is just so good in foreign language.

So what did you actually do on a daily
basis there?

The days were really full. Most days I
taught two lessons — one in the morning

and one in the afternoon. And those could
be anything from beginning English with
little children to 11th graders. In Russia,
they leave for university after what we
would call the 11th grade year, so their
11th graders are their top class.

We looked at literature in depth and the
lessons. It rarely was just the one class
there in the room. Other classes would
come in to hear it or there were at least
other teachers who came in to observe and
take notes. So there was always a little bit
bigger audience than just the classroom.

Then, at other times, I would observe. 1
would be taken to classrooms that knew |
was coming and had prepared something.
I had a wonderful presentation that stu-
dents did for me about Russian literature
and Russian culture, as well as a perfor-
mance of Shakespeare for me, knowing |
was a literature teacher. So they were also
showing off what they do.

I got tours of all the schools, the city’s
monuments, libraries, universities. When
I went to the institutes of higher educa-
tion, I gave lectures and did question-and-
answer sessions, which I also did at some
of the schools with groups of students. I
was interviewed by both student journal-
ists and professional journalists. And then
in the evening, we tried to see something
of culture by going to the theater or ballet
or opera, classical music concerts or we
were invited to people’s homes so I could
experience the life of a Russian.

So what did you figure out about their
educational system that you think con-
tributes to their success?

Well, there were some very interest-
ing differences. One is that their schools
are physically smaller and there are a lot
more of them. So within each small
neighborhood there is a school and a stu-
dent would be at that school all 11 years
of his or her schooling.

So while we start with small elemen-
tary schools, bigger intermediate schools
and then bring everyone together at high
school, their schools all go from first
through 11th grade. There’s no division.

They showed me pictures of a ceremo-

See PROFILES, page 7
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ny on the first day of school where the 11th graders —
the top class — escort the first graders who are just enter-
ing school to their classrooms. They just spend some
time with them introducing them to the school, taking
them on a tour.

There really is this sense that your school is like a sec-
ond home. Most kids are at their school for 11 years, the
families know the school people really well. The school
has two psychologists — we would call them counselors
— who stay with the same group of kids for 11 years.
Because it’s such a small school, the teachers all teach
multiple grade levels. So the teachers will have had the
students many years.

Do you think that is part of the reason for Russia’s
educational success?

I think it definitely helps because it’s much more inti-
mate. For instance, I was surprised how many students’
families wanted to have us over to their homes. And then I
realized that these are students whom my host Nadya has
known for several years, whose families she’s known also.

The other thing is they don’t divide the subjects the
way we do, so there’s just science, for instance. They
don’t say, “OK, this is biology, this is chemistry.” I went
into a science class of, I think, 3rd or 4th graders who
were doing a little chemistry experiment, and they had
me do it with them. And when I came back here and I
described to my students what experiment I did and they
said, “Oh, we did that in 10th grade.”

I’'m not saying the 3rd graders understood it like a
10th graders would, but there’s not this sense that you
only teach certain things at certain grade levels. They
teach math and they teach it in a holistic way. A col-
league in the math department here said it’s the same way
in Canada. They don’t separate algebra into a separate
course, or geometry into a separate course.

Another example is I went to a ceremony when I was
there for the birthday of the school — October 14, the day
the school was founded. The classes ended early that day
and it was voluntary to go to the ceremony. It was full. It
wasn’t just students from the school, it was alumni, people
who had graduated and came back to celebrate it. There
was a father and son team that got up and sang a song they
wrote about the school. It’s just such a different feeling
than we have here. The schools here feel so institutional.

What did you hope to accomplish by going to Russia?

I hoped to give students and teachers there a view of
what Americans are like beyond the media because the
media they get is mostly about the war in Iraq or about
pop stars and basketball stars. So they asked me lots of
questions about myself, my family, my school, so I real-
ly wanted to represent America and I also wanted to learn
— to see what makes their schools so effective and their
education system so good.

They have very high literacy rates and high rates of
students going on to higher education, and sometimes we
think that just because the Russian economy isn’t as
strong as ours that somehow the whole country should be
poor in thought — that’s just not true. They value educa-
tion and they’re well educated. A city of 1 million people
support more nightly performances of culture than in a
city like L.A. of 8 million.

Theater is very expensive here. It costs a fortune to go
to the opera in L.A. I went to the opera in Russia and there
are not the fancy costumes and lighting and stuff, but it
was wonderful. People of all walks of life and ages came.
I was very interested to see what Russia is like now and
what their culture is like. They watch a lot of MTV.

What made you become interested in teaching?

I would say the inspiration of my mother. She was an
English professor at Santa Monica College. She loved
teaching. She’d come home and tell interesting stories
about her classroom or students, she always seemed
excited about what she was doing, and she was always
reading something new. She always took us to lots of
plays and cultural events when we were young.

I remember reading out loud while she cooked dinner.
It just seemed like a wonderful world, and then I thought
I’d be interested in the university level, but realized after
both being a TA at that level and trying to go further you
don’t feel the same connection with your students

I have one former high school student whom I taught,

maybe 15 years ago, who is in my book club now that I
run outside of school, and I’ve just kept in touch with a
lot of really great people.

For a long time, I actually thought I’d be a French
teacher because my favorite teacher in high school had
been my French teacher. I loved him, I loved French. I
loved everything about France, and I double majored in
college in English and French, and then I applied for the
Fulbright Scholarship to France so I thought I might be a
French teacher.

But, ultimately, especially on a high school level,
you’re more creative and you’ve got more diversity of
what you can do if you’re an English teacher.

Can you give an example of a memorable moment as a
teacher?

One time I went into an ice cream parlor here in Santa
Monica with one of my children, who was quite young at
the time, and the girl behind the counter looked familiar.
I said, ‘Do I know you?’ and we got to talking and she
said, ‘Oh yeah, you were my 10th grade teacher.” And all
of a sudden it came back to me that this was the girl that
sat in the back of the classroom, scowling at me the whole
time, got an ‘F,” never did her work, always came in late.
She said to me, ‘I remember loving your class. You were
such a good teacher.” And I thought to myself, my gosh,
you never know the influence you have. You never know
because for many teenagers, they’re going through
painful periods in their lives. And they’re having a hard
time and it’s not about you, you can’t take it personally,
you just have to keep being the teacher you want to be and
you never know in what way you affect someone.

What are your biggest challenges overall in today’s
teaching climate?

Personally, the most trying thing is the financial state of
the schools. Two things, actually for me, that make me
wonder if I was starting my career now if I would stay.
Those two things are that in the 23 years I’ve been teaching
the financial situation has gotten worse and worse. And I'm
not talking about my pay. I'm not talking about that at all.
I'm talking about the budget, the money available for
schools which mainly translates into class size. Because
what I can do effectively with 20 to 25 kids I just can’t do
when there are 36 kids. Thirty-six kids in the classroom
becomes crowd control. And it’s a terrible shame on us.

Anyway, the other really big frustration for me is the
testing, the national and state testing. | feel it is absolute-
ly not doing any good to individual students, it takes up
a huge amount of financial resources as well as time, and
if you took the money and time they took up on testing
and put it into good instruction, you could teach good
things. But instead, these kids get tested way too much in
ways that aren’t helpful to them. They aren’t helpful to
the schools or the families.

In what other ways do the budget cuts affect educa-
tion?

Well, Santa Monica is a very generous community
and through their bonds we’ve been able to keep a lot of
the arts and music programs. Both as a parent and a
teacher, my experience has shown me there is nothing
like the arts and music program to teach kids about dis-
cipline, teamwork, follow through. There’s absolutely no
question in my mind that education in arts and music
benefits the core classes like English, math, science, and
it teaches the habits and skills of working well together.

Most schools have not been as fortunate as Santa
Monica schools. And even Santa Monica has suffered
cuts. For example, my daughter’s been in the music pro-
gram since fourth grade. They used to go play at away
games but they can’t do that anymore. That may not
sound like a big thing, but it’s indicative of the trend and
some people think of that as frills, but it’s not. My anec-
dotal experience — and studies would back me up on this
— students who are involved in music, athletics and arts
absolutely do better in school overall.

Do you have a philosophy for teaching?

Basically, that you’re teaching people. I mean, I teach
literature, I teach writing, I teach grammar, but really I
teach people. That’s what keeps me going.

Do you have any secrets to running an effective class-
room?

I think they’re pretty well known. To be very orga-
nized, to have exciting and interesting things going on, to
be enthusiastic about what you’re doing, to be very clear

about your expectations, to be very fair about how you
implement those expectations, to be very transparent
about what you expect and what you’re going to do and
treating students with respect — they’re all well known.

I’ve taught the “Scarlet Letter” I don’t know how
many times. But there’s something new every time.
There’s a well-known playwright, Suzan-Lori Parks,
who did a modern version of it set in an African-
American community, and today we acted out a few
scenes and the kids were great and we had such a good
time with it. So I just feel that there’s always something
fun to be done with it.

Do you like living in Santa Monica?
I love it. I’ve lived here for three years. I’d taught at
Samohi for 12 years, so I already felt a part of the com-

munity — and my mom lived here. We were finally able
to afford to move here three years ago.
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