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Jamie Escalante Standing and Delivering Calculus:

His Pyramid of Success

In the movie, Stand and Deliver, Jaime Escalante, who taught eighteen Chicano students Advance Placement Calculus in Garfield High School, demonstrated how students should be allowed to do the things that they want to do in schools rather than having schools make students create the meanings and essence of their own lives. This phrase, in other words, can be described as ‘existentialism’, where teachers teaching method and approach focus more on Constructivism (active learning) rather than Objectivism (passive learning). Escalante achievements can be highly derived for giving up his personal and professional life away to the students. He was a very gifted man who worked very hard everyday and engaged students in his performative style of teaching. Whether he was at school teaching his students late or at home talking on the phone to a parent about Christmas break, Escalante portrayed how a student success normally occurs when a teacher becomes fully devoted solely to their profession, not having any kind of personal life except the job itself. It can also be described as ‘critical reflection’, where teachers  not only focus on one’s attention inwardly, but also focus one’s attention “Outwardly at the social conditions in which [individual and collective teaching] practices are situated” (Trier, 127). In other words, the author implies that every teacher needs to see the relationships between daily practices in classroom and issues of schooling and society. 

Escalante success in teaching can be highly praised by former UCLA Basketball Hall of Fame coach John R. Wooden. Wooden, who always believed that the “Success is peace of mind which is a direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you did your best to become the best you are capable of becoming,” developed the notion of The Pyramid of Success, where the biggest and most essential blocks in the Pyramid were ‘Industriousness’ and ‘Enthusiasm’. He defined instrustiousness as the “worthwhile results coming from hard work and careful planning” while enthusiasm as the idea of “enjoying what you like to do and having a heart for it.” I believe that Escalante have shown these two characteristics throughout the film. For example, in industriousness, when the students were not understanding the course material, Escalante was willingly to work longer hours during the summer and weekends to ensure that every students understand the key concepts in Caluclus. Another example was during the beginning of the movie, when he took the intiative to teach from Basic Mathematics to Algebra, and then to AP Calculus despite how there were no funding to teach those courses. And lastly, when the board sue his students for cheating the Advance Placement Calculus exam, Escalente was willing to go to the Board of Education and fight for what he believe in that everyone was taught the same and that ETS sued Garfield High School due to discrimination and racism. Some examples in enthusiasm was his willingness to not feel afraid to do what he likes to do. For instance, when a student came in late for class, Escalante did not feel afraid to mock the student in front of class by bringing up their own personal lives. Another instance was when he decided to threaten Mr. Fingerman if he didn’t answer the teacher of what a -2 + 2 equals to. Other examples like dressing up as a chief to teach them mathematical percentages using an apple or cooking them dinner before their AP examination was another way that illustrated how he enjoyed and had a heart of what he enjoyed to do as a math teacher. All of these examples depicted how Escalante help sought to develop and expand the quality of his students and their knowledge.

Despite Escalante success in teaching, one central issue surrounding the film Stand and Deliver in education today was the idea of ‘standardized testing’. The idea to test an individual to determine which students were ready for the real world of work have now became insufficient and inadequate predictors of future academic success. Though researchers have indicated that many teachers and schools were often held accountable for student performance on tests, studies have suggested that most standardized exams today tend to measure the temporary acquisition of facts and skills, including the skill of test-taking itself, rather than genuine understanding, concept and ideas (Kohn, 34). Cram & Germinario, who wrote the book called “Change for Public Education: Practical Approaches for the 21st Century,” examined that most standardized tests were now becoming more biased than ever before because many questions today require a set of knowledge and skills from students who have parents that were well educated, students who have attended a good preschool, and families who own a computer (56). Casas and Meaghan, who recently published an article in the Journal of Interchange, also examined how standardized tests merely shift accountability from teachers and schools authorities to anonymous government officials who cannot be held accountable if tests were poorly constructed, administered, or marked. The authors state that, “Standardized tests are anti-educational: students do not find out why they were right or wrong and teachers are also left in the dark, playing no part in the preparation of the tests and having nothing to contribute to educate the students through the use of these tests” (24). Both of these authors illustrated how standardized testing do not benefit students, and that the use of standardized testing in Escalante class to measure intelligent does not imply that all eighteen Chicano students were ready for the real world today.   
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