
What is the Most Important Thing We Can Teach Our Students? No One
Thing

Wise people have argued and disagreed about
the purpose of education since long before the
advent of the modern educational system.
So I guess I should not have felt too bad when I really struggled trying to answer
the question of what the one most important thing is to teach students. It seemed
like an impossible question to answer since we teach our students so many things,
hopefully the majority of which we think are really important. So, I initially put off
really thinking and writing about my own ideas because I was not yet convinced
that I would be able to, or even should, get to just one answer. But having extolled
the virtues of struggle to my students so frequently in class, I knew I needed to
try and trust that something useful, if not one clear answer, would come out of
the process.

I began with some simple brainstorming without worrying too much about
whether anything on the list could really be The One Most Important Thing. A few
of the many ideas I came up with were the importance of struggle and failure,
how to critically evaluate claims, how to ask questions and search for answers,
how to work well with others, how to increase literacy skills, and how to foster a
passion for learning.

While this step did not help me narrow things down too much, it did allow me to
see some commonalities among the things that I think are important. Most
obvious was that there were no specific pieces of content on my list. I, of course,
love biology and think developing a deep understanding of big concepts is
important for my students, but I cannot really say that any single piece of content
is the most important thing that I teach my students. I also noticed that all of the
skills or mindsets on my list were transferable, both beyond science and beyond
school. While I hope some of my students go on to study science, I do not think
they all will or need to. But skills such as asking questions and being creative
useful in any field and will hopefully stick with and be relevant to them no matter
what they do in the years after leaving my class.

Still not much closer to a single answer, I realized I had not yet asked the group
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of people who would probably be the most affected by my answer to that
question: my students. When I asked them, their answers indicated both some
things that I have chosen to prioritize this year and some things that I thought
were important but that did not stand out to my students. They were also just as
divided as I was, with a few focusing on content, some on mindsets, and one on
practical life skills. Here are a few of the responses they have when I asked them
what the most important thing was that they have learned or should learn in
science class:

“Evolution is more complicated than a monkey turning into a human.”
“Curiosity.”
“Failing doesn’t mean you can’t or won’t ever understand or know how to do
something. It’s a chance to grow from your mistakes.”
“Failing is okay. With failure, new science is born and new things are
discovered.”
“Preparation for the outside world — how to do your taxes, change a tire,
and buy a house.”

While I am so very glad that my students are leaving my AP Biology class with a
more complex view of human evolution than they came in with, I had already
decided that any one piece of content was not the most important thing I could
teach them. (Although if I had to pick one most important concept from my
course, it would probably be evolution.) Most students, however, had picked skills
or mindsets more similar to things on my list. Comparing their responses to my
initial ideas, it was clear that while my emphasis on the importance of failure and
struggle had come through, other things that I think are important in a science
class, like the various practices of science, did not seem to stand as much to
students and I needed to reconsider my approach. After all of this, I still didn’t
have a clear answer, but, as expected, had learned or been reminded of some
important ideas along the way.

What happens in your class on a daily (or at least weekly) basis should be a
reflection of the things you think are most important to teach your students. I
said my top priorities in class were more focused on students developing
certain skills and mindsets than on content, but do I really give students
sufficient opportunities to do that in class? If it is not happening enough,
when else could it happen?
When in doubt, ask your students. They are the ones with the most at stake
when it comes to our instructional choices as teachers and yet we probably
do not ask for their opinions often enough. When we do, not only do we show



them that we value their ideas and input, but we also learn a lot about what
is most salient to them, which might not be what we thought we was
emphasizing. So, both for regular class feedback and any time we are facing
a particular dilemma related to our teaching, we should all just go ahead and
ask and we might be surprised by what we learn.
We all need to find a group of colleagues who will push us to grow and
reflect in ways that we otherwise might not on our own. This is not a process
I would have necessarily pushed myself through without the support of great
colleagues, something every teacher needs.
There is no ‘One Thing’ – no one right or static answer to this question of the
single most important thing to teach for all students or all teachers – and
that is OK. We change as teachers, the contexts in which we teach change,
and our students and their needs change.

Finally, I realized that, while what felt like the most important skill or concept to
teach students might change over time or with context, there was something that
wouldn’t change and would always be more important to me than any skills or
concepts I could teach.

This idea has been rattling around in my head for the past few months as I have
thought about how to best help the students most in need of support at my school,
the ones with years of bad experiences in school who really needed a reason to
want to be there and do their best. The ones who I had seen thrive in one
classroom and completely shut down in another. This was not a new idea or one I
had never thought about before, but, as I mulled over all of these important things
that I teach, it felt more essential than any of them. It felt like what had to come
first before any of the other important things could matter.

What I realized was that the most important thing for me was for my students to
know that they are valued. That I am glad that they are there every single day and
that their ideas and contributions are important, whether or not it is always easy
to feel that way in any given moment. I hope that, if I am successful in that, some
of those important concepts and skills I was able to reflect on in this process will
come through as well.


