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A Curriculum for Delinquency

Interim Report of the Governor's Commission 
on Economic Stabilization

To: H is Excellency, the Governor
WHAT YOUR Excellency long 

since grasped in one intuitive flash, our 
research has now established beyond 
doubt: That a steady and reliable sup 
ply of youthful delinquents is essential 
to the prosperity of our state.

Though this case scarcely needs docu 
mentation, let us at least mention a cap 
ital investment upwards of $100 million 
in training schools, prisons, etc.; an an 
nual payroll running into many millions. 
The prosperity of certain entire com 
munities is dependent upon the correc 
tive industry. And everywhere unem 
ployment and suffering would follow any 
sudden drop in the demand for proba 
tion officers, prison guards, psychiatrists, 
and policemen to mention only a few 
of those directly involved. If their jobs 
were cut off, the drop in personal income 
and purchasing power would inevitably 
decrease demand for goods and services 
and might easily trigger off a downward 
spiral of unemployment, ending in de 
pression. If at the same time there should 
be added a sharp increase in the labor 
force, from the ranks of those now so 
successfully held out of production in 
training schools and prisons, the result 
might well be sheer economic disaster.

The question, then, is not whether we

need a supply of delinquents but how 
to produce such a supply in a stabilized 
fashion. Following are the Commission's 
recommendations as to the contribution 
the schools can make.

Recommendations and Proposals

1. Since the greatest obstacle to de 
linquency is a feeling of happiness, se 
curity and success, it follows that by 
far the most hopeful single measure is 
to set up a school curriculum so diffi 
cult that a sizeable fraction of the schol 
ars simply cannot succeed in it. It is im 
portant to begin this program very early, 
before any weed of self-confidence shall 
have taken root.

An excellent first device will be to 
throw beginners into reading six months 
or a year before they have the maturity 
for it. Probably no other device can be 
quite so helpful as this in establishing 
from the very start the necessary sense 
of bewilderment, frustration and infe 
riority. One can then capitalize upon the 
initial confusion by pushing forward very 
rapidly in the introduction of new vo 
cabulary. (It need not be thought that 
such a measure must be carried to great 
extremes. The objective is only to keep 
the simple-minded pupil perpetually off- 
balance by always throwing in a little
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more than he can handle thus confus 
ing him even as to the part he could 
have mastered.)

Two or three years later a similar ad 
vantage can he gained by suddenly shift 
ing from simple numbers work to the 
complex arithmetic of fractions, deci 
mals, etc. Apparently the trick is to move 
into manipulation of symbols before the 
child knows what the symbols mean. The 
unmatchable contribution of this is to 
establish schoolwork in the childish mind 
as an unfathomable mystery, beyond his 
dim powers.

Both these measures will have the ad 
vantage not only of eroding away any 
nascent self-confidence but also of gen- 
crating that sense of frustration, irrita 
bility and rebellion which is so neces 
sary to the delinquent.

A word of caution is in order: It dare 
not be assumed that these gains will 
come automatically. An occasional child 
may remain blissfully oblivious of his 
situation. The Commission recommends 
two correctives:

a. Ways must be found to bring each 
child's failure to his attention prefer 
ably in an emotional setting at least 
daily. At greater intervals the failure 
should be emphasized by some dramatic 
instrument. The common report card 
seems excellently adapted to the pur 
pose, but in some schools its potency is 
threatened by a sentimental movement 
to discuss the situation directly with par 
ents, all too often in a kindly way.

b. Public opinion must be brought into 
play. This should prove easy. The more 
successful children can easily be taught 
to adopt a supercilious attitude, to 
snicker at crucial moments, and to pick 
at the victim outside the classroom. Par 
ents and relatives are not so close to the 
scene but can still prove invaluable al 
lies, especially for a few days at the end

of each month or six weeks, when they 
have the reinforcement of the school re 
port.

Needless to say, this program must be 
followed up assiduously, for children are 
devilishly resilient organisms, and even 
the briefest taste of success may begin 
to restore what years of careful work 
have torn down. The critical years will 
come in the high school, when the ado 
lescent's new-found strength and ques 
tioning attitude will enable him to search 
vigorously for a way of escape. Fortu 
nately, in these years many excellent in 
struments lie at hand. A universal re 
quirement of a foreign language, for in 
stance, will always be good, especially 
if the approach is highly grammatical.

Until recently it has been hard to se 
cure public approval of this measure, but 
the situation is now more hopeful. Given 
a reasonable adroitness, we should be 
able to start with the clear need for lin 
guists in the diplomatic service and other 
foreign enterprises and identify it in the 
common mind with a demand that all 
children be trained as if for foreign 
work. If there is local protest, this de 
vice need not be insisted upon, since 
there are equally wonderful opportuni 
ties in the more archaic English classics. 
Generally speaking, however, public 
opinion will back this maintenance of 
high standards; the occasional dissident 
can usually be silenced by fear of being 
thought a man of low tastes.

It will probably prove even easier to 
attach a similar logic to science and 
mathematics. It is curiously easy to mod 
ulate the fact that we need nuclear physi 
cists into the idea that every boy should 
study higher math, even if he could 
scarcely learn to drive a truck to the 
laboratory door.

It will not matter greatly which media 
are used, so long as everyone keeps
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METROPOLITAN
A completely new series A CHIEVEMENT TESTS

for grades one to nine

New approaches
Ingenious and novel types of questions permit more accurate measurement 
of recognized objectives.

New organization of content
Meaningful sub-units pinpoint instructional strengths and weaknesses. 

New national norms

Representative norms are based on testing 600,000 pupils in all states in all 
types of school systems.
Prepublication Examiners' Kits of MATS Form A ready for examination 
March 1. Tests for fall programs available for delivery to schools July I.

WORLD BOOK COMPANY
Yonkers-on-Hudson, New York
Chicago, Boston, Atlanta, Dallas, Berkeley

clearly in mind the fundamental objec 
tive: to teach the child that he is a fail 
ure.

The Commission has considered seri 
ously the obverse of this policy to keep 
the work load of the very able student 
so trivial and easy that he will drift into 
bad habits. There is evidence that the 
method produces fairly well. However, 
the Commission does not advocate push 
ing beyond the present hit-and-miss ap 
plication of the practice, because the 
number who have the requisite ability 
is so small that the increased yield would 
be Negligible. Furthermore, much as the 
state needs delinquents, it needs out 
standing leadership even more.

2. The recommendation above might 
almost be sufficient in itself were it not 
for the fact that it would recruit from 
the ranks of only the least able obvi 
ously a policy unfair to our excellent 
corrective institutions. Therefore, means

must be found to assure a reasonable 
quality as well as quantity.

To this end, the Commission recom 
mends the introduction into the curricu 
lum of a considerable amount of sub 
ject matter which is palpably useless 
and remote from real life. The criterion 
will be, not that the subject matter cau- 
not be mastered by a reasonably intelli 
gent student, but that it will seem to him 
so vapid and inane that he will gag at 
it, refuse to do his tasks, and possibly, 
by a spread of his strong feelings, be 
gin to reject all school work.

The problem will be, of course, to keep 
the student convinced that everything is 
his fault and that the school's require 
ments are perfectly right, for the whole 
objective will be lost if he weathers 
through the years with even a little self- 
trust. At first glance this problem seems 
a hard one. In fact, the victim w ill thrash 
about a good bit, over-loudly proclaim-
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ing, "That stuff is bunk," etc. But un 
derneath these assertions there will be 
great self-doubt. For children trust, with 
amazing naivete, those responsible for 
them. Furthermore, the schools have a 
superb cadre of officials trained and 
eager to show that all their subject mat 
ter is vitally essential and that those who 
fail to appreciate it are beneath con 
tempt. Add to their efforts social ostra 
cism by the more successful, which as 
noted above can easily be organized, and 
it becomes reasonably easy to convince 
the unsure adolescent that he is no good. 

3. However, one escape route remains 
open which must be closed. Even though 
m h is classwork the individual has been 
most satisfactorily conditioned to accept 
ing himself as a perpetual no-account, 
he may yet blunder upon some success 
in such irrelevant areas as athletics, mu 
sic, art or dramatics, or in some piffling 
role as a leader among his peers. This

can be disastrous, for even the slightest 
intimation that he is good for something 
will revive once more the tender roots 
of his well-being. The effort must be, 
(juite simply, to insure his total failure.

Therefore the Commission recom 
mends a system that will render anyone 
who has failed in academic work "in 
eligible" for other activities. To the pub 
lic this can easily be justified by the plea 
that he obviously needs all his time for 
his studies. The prohibition should ex 
tend not only to sports but also to other 
extracurricular activities, and especially 
to the holding of class offices or anything 
entailing leadership.

Unfortunately, even this block mav 
still leave open some organized activi 
ties in the community, outside the 
schools, in the churches, the playgrounds, 
settlement houses, etc. We can only hope 
that the individual's feelings toward or 
ganizations in general will by now be so
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BASIC SOCIAL STUDIES SERIES
PRIMARY PROGRAM

BASK SOCIAL STUDIES DISCUSSION PICTURES
24 big pictures (22Mi x 30 ), in color, showing situations 
common to 5- to 7-year-olds. Packaged in a tube, containing 
a hanger for mounting.

BASIC SOCIAL STUDIES 2
Hard-bound text for Grade 2. Presents phases of community 
life that are familiar to children.

BASIC SOCIAL STUDIES 3
Hard-bound text for Grade 3. Develops understandings re 
garding food, clothing, and shelter—where things come from, 
how they are produced, and how they are transported.

IVrife for full information

Row, Peterson and Company
Evanston, Illinois White Plains, N.w York
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How to help ALL your pupils

WRITE BETTER-LEARN FASTER

CORRELATION IN HANDWRITING
By Frank N. Freeman, Ph.D.*

Bright or slow, right- or left-handed all pupils 
from first through eighth grade write better and 
learn faster when taught penmanship through 
"Correlation in Handwriting."

Using the Language Arts approach, this tre 
mendously popular handwriting plan starts with 
simple printing, and progresses naturally and 
logically to cursive handwriting. Each student 
proceeds at his natural pace, since the course 
allows for individual differences, including left- 
handedness. Yet the brighter student is never 
penalized, but encouraged to even greater accom 
plishment.

Educationally and psychologically sound, "Cor 
relation in Handwriting" is carefully designed to 
help you develop g ood penmanship, good students, 
good citizens.

* Dean Emeritus. -S'< hoot of Kttuialittn, L'nii\ oj Calij.

TEACHING AIDS INCLUDED. Surpriiingly economical, 
the complete program includes two professional teach 
ing aids to assist you in your work.

Wrife for Free Folder 

THI

COMPANY

Dept. EL, 612 N. Park St., Columbus, Ohio

308

conditioned that he will reject these also, 
of his own free will. There is consider 
able evidence that this will work out so 
well that he will actually deride and 
perhaps vandalize such organizations 
as the Scouts and the "Y's." We can trust 
that such group activities as he does join 
will be of the street gang, antisocial sort.

The Commission recognizes that this 
three-point program will not in itself be 
sufficient. The schools cannot be ex 
pected to do the whole job anyway, 
though they have shown that they can 
make a substantial contribution. Fortu 
nately, the tenor of the times is making 
it easier to secure the school improve 
ments which we need.

One major threat to the success of the 
project will be the teachers themselves. 
Unversed in the realities of economic life, 
these dogged "do-gooders" will doubt 
less continue to press for a chance to 
work with each individual and save him 
from the very role in society which he is 
destined to play. However, it is the feel 
ing of the Commission that if the over 
all structure of the curriculum can be 
kept sound that is to say, too hard for 
some to learn or so irrelevant for others 
as to prevent the real use of their powers 
 the efforts of the individual teacher 
can be rendered largely ineffective ex 
cept in isolated cases. This will be true 
especially if class and teacher load can 
be held large enough to keep a teacher 
from brooding on any one case.

Such faults as remain in the plan can 
surely be ironed out. Luckily, even with 
today's haphazard methods, our correc 
tive institutions are flourishing in a stead 
ily rising curve of prosperity. Payrolls 
have risen sharply and new capital is 
being attracted at a rapid rate. There ap 
pears to be no imminent threat of even 
a mild recession.

 FRED T. WILHELMS, professor of edu 
cation, San Francisco State College.

Educational Leadership



 
 
 
Copyright © 1959 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




