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The Tragic Flaws of Oedipus Rex


Fate chose him to kill his dad, marry his mom, and discover it all in Oedipus Rex, Sophocles’ tragedy. Oedipus was so determined to save Thebes from the plague bestowed on them by Apollo. But little did he know that he was the source of it all. His constant reversal of fortune, neutrality, and suffering make him the perfect example of a classic Greek tragic hero.


One moment, Oedipus is brimming with hope; the next, he’s sure that he is the killer of his father, King Laius. Every time Oedipus thinks that it can’t possibly be him, evidence proves otherwise. His wife, Jocasta, attempts to prove his innocence but “lets out part of the dire secret by her allusion to the ‘triple crossroads’” (Haigh). By attempting to assist Oedipus, she makes matters worse by causing him to remember his terrible assault upon several travelers at that very place. But then, the reversal comes in. Along comes a messenger with news of King Polybus’ death, which gives Oedipus false hope: “…but [Polybus] is dead and buried, / And I am here – I never touched him…” (Oedipus Rex. II. 3. 919-920). He now thinks that he couldn’t have killed his father, because he’s under the assumption that Polybus was his dad, when in reality Laius is his real father. Anyway, with yet another reversal of fortune, he reaches the deciding moment where he breaks down. When the shepherd that saved him from certain death on Mt. Cithaeron many years ago reveals the truth to Oedipus, he can do nothing but completely break down: “Ah God! / It was true! / All the prophecies!” (II. 4. 1119). The man that saved him in the first place dissolves all of Oedipus’ “hope,” as Oedipus comes to the ultimate realization that although he went to such great lengths, he could not avoid fulfilling the prophecy that he had been destined for: killing his father and marrying his mother.


Oedipus wasn’t a terribly bad guy; then again, he did commit regicide. When he first speaks to the citizens of Thebes, he shows a side of himself that cares about the city and its people. “…my spirit / Groans for the city, for myself, for you…” (I. Prologue. 65-66), says Oedipus. He shows that he really does want what’s best for everyone. But then, he goes and insults the psychic, Teiresias, when Teiresias tells him that he is King Laius’ killer and the source of the plague. Says Oedipus, “You sightless, witless, senseless, mad old man!” (I. 1. 356). He refuses to believe that he is the source of his peoples’ troubles. As one A.E. Haigh said, “[Oedipus] catches at each hint, and pursues each clue, with a light and cheerful heart…” But unfortunately, he doesn’t stay so light and cheerful. He shows all sides of himself throughout the story, which really helps the reader stay intrigued with Oedipus and the story as a whole.


Suffering is the most evident and powerful piece of Oedipus as the tragic hero in the story, particularly near the end. And there’s a unique aspect of the suffering in Oedipus Rex that is worth mentioning:

What makes the Oedipus story different from most of the other Greek myths is that there seems to be no reason why so many terrible accidents happened, not only to him, but to his parents, grandparents, and other ancestors (Costas).

For instance, Oedipus’ daughters will have big problems leading normal lives after all the things that have happened to their family. Oedipus grieves for what his daughters will have to go through in the years to come: “I weep for you when I think of the bitterness / That men will visit upon you all your lives” (II. Exodos. 1430-1431). He knows that Antigone and Ismene will have a hard time finding husbands and leading normal lives after this tragedy. And of course, there was all the physical suffering of gouging his eyes out. But what really hit him hard was the emotional pain. After he learns the truth of his crime, Oedipus expresses his pain: “God. God. / Is there a sorrow greater?” (II. Exodos. 1259-1260). The numerous examples of suffering further emphasize the “tragic” component of tragic hero.


In the end, Sophocles pours all of this reversal, neutrality, and suffering into one character, and it works out very nicely. The end result is a perfect tragic hero that ties the whole story together. Oedipus makes the tragedy a great one. From the noble quest of trying to save Thebes from the plague, to the discovery of the truth of his crime: Oedipus took the full journey of the typical tragic hero, and it ended with his ultimate fall.
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Reflection

I noticed a weakness right away when first examining my comprehensive portfolio; I have never been particularly strong at literary analysis, especially in my underclassman years at Landstown High. I was torn between choosing my sophomore year analysis of I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings, and the one that I ended up selecting, my analysis of Oedipus Rex. In the end, the decision was made by the reality that this essay, looking back, is unbearably basic in all facets. Sentence structure is lacking, arguments are weak, and the glue used for the quotes still has not dried. It is whole, but so much more can be done to make a more powerful and moving argument, and the entire purpose of argument is to convince. This essay would not be a powerful convincing tool to any scholar of the world. Certainly, this is a product that may be expected of a high school freshman, but writing such a thing as this now, or even when I attend the University of Connecticut in the fall, would be academic suicide.


It is funny to note how dramatically writing ability can develop over time, as I feel mine has. Different teachers may preach different fundamentals, but I feel that it is how we, as students, perceive these fundamentals that makes our writing unique. I was fortunate enough to take a class this year that entirely focused on literary analysis as its curriculum, and now, my most glaring weakness in English has been concealed quite nicely with new knowledge of how a proper literary analysis is written, from five paragraphs to 11 pages.
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Public schooling has long been a trademark in the United States, a country where one could go to receive a thorough, valuable, and entirely free education. Not only has public schooling been a source of hope for many foreigners wishing to provide their children with a proper education; the venue has served as a major battleground for many controversial and revolutionary American events, from the Columbine shooting to the fight against segregation. In recent years, other countries of the world have carefully observed what is beneficial about public education, and what needs to be reformed; the result of this is that many international education systems have not only Americanized, but they have far surpassed the standards that the United States government currently has for their underage citizens. Has American education stagnated to the point where the country is simply concerned with its own interest, leaving the best interest of its residents by the wayside? American citizens should be far too proud of their country to allow such an event to happen. Throughout the course of this essay, thorough dissection of school systems in the United States will reveal that the country has indeed lost its drive to educate its future, sinking from a dominant position in education to a level simply on average at best with the rest of the world. These revelations will be joined by the concepts of one of the finest products of Greek classical education, the philosopher Aristotle. Although a significant time gap may lead one to assume that these two contrasting concepts do not mesh, analyzing public education in United States from the perspective of Aristotle and his philosophical beliefs formulates some unique solutions that have the potential to revitalize American education and bring it back up to par with standards across the globe.

From Ideal to Inadequate

Education has always been a hotly debated issue, and has served as a battleground for much bigger issues in the past, from the days of education determined by gender, to times of segregation in schools. The United States had long been envied as a place where anyone had an opportunity to get an education. But as other parts of the world begin to modernize and improve, the United States seems to have rested on its laurels, and as a result, many foreign countries have far surpassed the standards of American education. The United States is falling back quickly, and something needs to be done. There are many facets to the education problems in America, but most can be grouped into four major issues: an outdated, shallow curriculum; a lack of proper focus by the government; financial and social issues; and the system's tendency to settle for the bare minimum.

The only true beneficiary of United States school systems is the country itself: the ultimate goal of schooling in the country is to prepare the student for work later on in life, when there is so much more that education has to offer. One of the values that kids supposedly gain in their school career is good citizenship, but glaring voting numbers prove otherwise. Less than half of 18-24 year olds have voted in the past two United States presidential elections (Wolk). These are the same students that supposedly just learned how to be good citizens, yet they have no knowledge of politics or current events, or they simply do not care enough to choose the leader of their own country for the next four years. If public education is not preparing citizens to vote and actively participate in American government, a democracy that everyone in America has a right to be a part of, then priorities are clearly not in order; economic success is important, but how can a nation hope to keep up with the rest of the world if its own citizens have no interest in current events? Steven Wolk lays down the harsh reality in a series of situations: “...kids don't need to appreciate art to compete with South Koreans; they don't need intellectual curiosity to sit at a desk and do tax returns; they don't need creativity and imagination to plan a business meeting; they don't need to be media literate to sell heating and cooling systems...” It is an unfortunate reality, but a reality nonetheless: one does not necessarily need philosophical thinking skills to be successful in the American economy. With simple labor skills, a citizen can go on to make a decent living. These examples serve to explain why so many critical thinking situations are left out of public education: they may be extremely valuable in certain situations, but they are not vital to an education, at least as far as the government is concerned. Certainly, the United States, arguably the greatest country in the world, should not be a country where the bare minimum is sufficient, especially for something as important as education.

Unfortunately, the majority of school systems of the United States are using many outdated standards and practices that are preventing the country from keeping on a level playing field with the rest of the world. The average American fifth grader is expected to read around twenty-five hundred textbook pages in a year (Wolk). Across twelve grades, this equals about thirty thousand pages in a student’s grade school career. It is clear that this method of pumping fact after fact into students an ineffective method of teaching; most kids will not remember half of what they learn when they go home and turn on the computer, go outside to play football, or sit back and watch television. Students are not really reading to learn about the topic when they are assigned page after page; they are just reading because they are required to. Textbook work does nothing to further any higher-level thinking or analysis, because it just tells someone what they need to know to get through the class. To assist in the understanding of this phenomenon, Steven Wolk goes on to create a fascinating scenario that puts the situation in perspective: “If aliens from outer space landed on Earth and read our newspapers, listened to our elected representatives talk about our ‘failing’ schools, and observed inside our classrooms, what would they conclude are the aims of our schools? That's easy. Our children go to school to learn to be workers.” Are U.S. schools really just trying to prepare their students to file forms or haul bricks for eight hours a day? It seems that way, with the lack of creative teaching that inspires kids to think critically and deeply. If teachers fail to present their students with tough issues while they are still students, the kids will never gain valuable thinking experiences, failing to recognize their full potential. This conclusion only fosters the growth of a “common pool,” full of students who are just a product of the school system rather than a beneficiary of it.

The United States government often makes claims that they are making great strides in the realm of education, but there is solid evidence that somewhat discredits these claims. President Bush passed the No Child Left Behind act in 2001, and his latest budget request calls for about $9.5 billion less than what the act states (Kahlenberg). At a time when there is such a separation between the rich and the poor in education, the president is not giving money that he promised to a school system that desperately needs an overhaul in many cases; it is another case of priorities, where the war on terror obviously takes precedence over education in America as far as the government is concerned. Quality of education should not be class-based; however, in many states, the area in which someone lives determines the school that they must attend, no questions asked. Some of the most important factors in college admissions in the United States are standardized test scores; in fact, according to the Ivy Bound Test Prep website, most competitive colleges now equate a GPA acquired over three years to a single SAT score. Those aspiring to get into their dream university are often given a basic formula by their guidance counselors: Score high on the SAT, take as many classes as possible, and get involved in extra-curricular activities. Are colleges only fostering the growth of the “common pool” with these admission guidelines? These scores are important in some cases, but there are deeper aspects to education than numbers. And this problem is compounded by the fact that the level of education throughout the country cannot be equal, because of the school zoning issues mentioned earlier. It is painfully obvious that public schooling in the United States has significant issues, both on a financial and social level; the system is flawed and needs some modification.

There are many evident issues with education in America, but what could arguably be considered more disturbing is where the government's attention is focused instead. An admirable effort is being made by the United States government to assist education in Africa, where schooling is far from top-quality: two-hundred million dollars was allocated to the Africa Education Initiative from 2002-2006, to help provide supplies and training for students and teachers across sub-Saharan Africa (Lartigue). This is a fantastically generous move by the United States to help out where education is far from the norm, but the timing is questionable. At a time when there are significant flaws in America’s own educational system, this money could better be spent trying to improve the education effort in America. Then, after the education problems in the United States have been solved, there would be an even more effective model to take and start implementing in Africa, improving the benefit both domestically and overseas. Moreover, even when the government does focus on improving education, that very same focus is often flawed: “Ideological wars over homework, phonics and the new math, all framed in terms of traditional versus progressive, blind us to what is really good about a school” (Pollack). These have always been the typical viewpoints on education: the traditional, ordinary methods weighed against the abstract, modern methods of education. A new approach to education is long overdue, but as long as these “ideological wars” continue to exist, they will prevent the United States government from discovering the best way to begin improving education in the country. There is a stalemate of sorts in America where education is concerned. When the government takes a step back and refocuses its approach to bettering the current system, maybe then it will be able to achieve some true progress. 

The issues present in public schooling are not obvious to the average United States citizen, but perhaps this is because public education is largely taken for granted by Americans nowadays. Although many citizens may have become complacent and let an identifying feature of their country slowly deteriorate, it certainly does not mean that the condition of schooling cannot be salvaged; many of the issues outlined have already been addressed by other countries of the world, and there is nothing preventing America from taking a page out of their books. Competition serves to improve many businesses, and the business of education is no exception to the rule.

Organize, Democratize, Revolutionize

On March 7th, 322 BC, on the cusp of the beginning of the Hellenistic period in Greece, the philosopher Aristotle passed away. Son of a physicist, tutor of a great military commander, and student of another philosopher before him, Aristotle led a truly fascinating life. Taking after his mentor Pluto, he used the power of philosophy in conjunction with his mind to formulate some amazing ideas, taking in everything he could from the world and using it to his advantage. His range of topics of interest led him to construct four unique, original theories: everything that exists has a final cause, all items in existence belong to a higher group, every form of government has strong points as well as corruptible aspects, and happiness in life can come from a belief in the Golden Mean.

Aristotle devoted a large portion of his life to the process of organization; he was determined to establish that everything in nature belonged in a certain category. This habit of organization intertwined with just about every other aspect of his philosophy: “Within the field of biology his greatest contribution was the observation and classification of animals, their component parts, and their behavior” (Workman). His organization habits were not only limited to the field of biology, however; his different views on ethics, politics, and even his own foundational ideas revolved around different parts of a whole. The process of organization is extremely helpful in streamlining one’s world view; it almost seems as if Aristotle is putting the entire world under the microscope, and breaking it down into portions that are easier to understand as separate entities, rather than as a whole. In this process of defogging the concepts of the world, Aristotle founded the science of logic, a system of reasoning that can be applied to any form of science known to man. Logic is frequently used daily by millions of human beings searching for a way to determine, decide, rule out, or prove an idea, as illustrated by Alberto in Sophie’s World: “If I first establish that ‘all living creatures are mortal’ (first premise), and then establish that ‘Hermes is a living creature’ (second premise), I can then elegantly conclude that ‘Hermes is mortal’” (Gaarder 112).  Using a simple comparison between his dog and living creatures, Alberto perfectly demonstrates Aristotle’s method of thinking and philosophizing in a way that is easy to understand. Aristotle’s science of logic has become such an integral part of modern day society that logic puzzles are commonplace and even quite popular in many countries. The concepts of organization and logic were fathered by Aristotle, and it is hard to imagine a society lacking either of the two; they have helped in defining not only various aspects of the world, but even humans themselves. 

As far as politics were concerned, Aristotle had a particularly insightful view on various forms of government and their characteristics. Corruption was a prime focus of Aristotle’s where government was concerned; he believed that every governmental system had its virtue, but each could also fall into corruption rather easily if not properly organized: “For each of these forms of polity, Aristotle cites a corruption: monarchy can develop easily into tyranny; aristocracy into oligarchy, where wealth becomes a qualification for office; and constitutional timocracy into disorganized democracy” (Workman). Putting his categorizing skills to work again, Aristotle assigns three major governments a potential systematic downfall. Reminiscent of his theories of causation, if certain unfavorable conditions come into play and affect the system of government, or the efficient cause, corruption will set in and the quality of the administration will begin to decline. However, Aristotle goes on to say that under the right conditions, democracy can be extremely productive: “Mob rule is one of the unfavorable features of democracy, although, with an enlightened citizenry and good educational opportunities, constitutional democracy may qualify precisely for the ideal form of government” (Workman). It is interesting that according to Aristotle, there could very well indeed be an ideal establishment, constitutional democracy, supposedly one that all nations should hold as the ideal system, the ultimate goal for their people. All governments that Aristotle addressed have advantages and disadvantages, yet he still believes that democracy has the potential to reign supreme over all other governmental systems: Aristotle saw something in democracy that led him to believe that it could be the uniting force the world over. Aristotle’s views on government can be both depressing and enlightening, depending on your point of view; however, those on the corrupt end of the spectrum, as well as those living in a democratic society, will tend to agree.

Like many other philosophers of his time, Aristotle was concerned with causation, a study that tries to determine the catalyst of any events that take place in the universe. Quite simply, “Why does this or that happen?” Aristotle theorized that there were four different flavors of causes represented in the world: the material cause, how something comes into existence; the formal cause, which explains what something is; the efficient cause, the actual thing from which the change starts; and the final cause, or the life-task of the thing (Workman). In this process, Aristotle aimed to give everything in existence a purpose for being, true to the roots of philosophy: the central purpose is to determine why things are the way they are in the universe. But by far the most fascinating of the four is the final cause: the idea that something exists for the purpose of fulfilling its role was extremely unique and out of the box for its time, and it remains somewhat remarkable when it is considered today. The reason that this idea of a final cause is so revolutionary is partially because when humans are looking to decipher the cause of something, they assume that they are searching for the thing that set the particular event in motion (Sophie’s World 110). In typical philosophical form, Aristotle comes up with an entirely new set of rules for why things exist, simply by focusing on the end game rather than the initiator. This new vantage point could potentially be used to solve many challenges that are present in the world today; a new outlook on problems often leads to positive breakthroughs. By searching for a new viewpoint and organizing his Aristotle created yet another unique purpose to all things, living and inanimate.

Aristotle was a man who firmly believed in the premise of balance, or more specifically, moderation; he established a “Golden Mean,” a concept that calls for a correct amount of something, never too much or too little. It was in living by the Golden Mean that one could find true happiness, according to Alberto in Sophie's World: “We must be neither cowardly nor rash, but courageous, neither miserly nor extravagant but liberal (Gaarder 115). The same goes for eating. It is dangerous to eat too little, but also dangerous to eat too much.” The amazing thing that Alberto reveals here is how such a deep and meaningful concept can be applied to the simplest of ideas, such as overeating or the reverse; yet it can also be applied to deep aspects of human relationships and characteristics, like courage, extravagance, and the like. Much like how Aristotle applied his organizational habits to his studies, he did the same with his idea of moderation, allowing him to come up with many logical ideas that were innovative, yet not necessarily extreme. Expanding on the concept of the Golden Mean, Aristotle believed that everything had a function: “Aristotle taught that virtue has to do with the proper function of a thing. An eye is only a good eye in so much as it can see, because the proper function of an eye is sight. Aristotle reasoned that man must have a function uncommon to anything else, and that this function must be an activity of the soul” (Aristotle). Even the very souls of humans have a function, according to Aristotle, and to achieve a good life, the soul should be taking place in its best activity, what he referred to as “eudaimonia.” His theories allude to Buddhism in a way that is striking: both rely on achieving perfect balance and harmony for success, whether it be reaching nirvana or just living a fulfilling and happy existence here on Earth. Rejecting all forms of imbalance in both his studies and his life, and applying the idea of the “Golden Mean” to all of his areas of interest, Aristotle was able to think clearly and come up with many of the concepts that his philosophy was built on.

Many of Aristotle’s views remained widely accepted and popular for the remainder of the period of Ancient Greece. Judging just from his major philosophies, seeing the universe through Aristotle’s eyes would be a truly enlightening experience: A world where things exist not only to cause, but to fulfill an ultimate purpose; where moderation is the standard to which all humans should strive; and where everything has a place in a group, which in turn belongs to a higher group. Of greater importance, though, is the fact that nearly all of Aristotle’s ideas include aspects that can be utilized in a way to create a positive influence in the world today.

Using the Past for a Better Future


Although the condition of education in America is far from flawless, it is just as distant from total failure. As a philosopher, Aristotle would have a lot to offer to modern-day school reformers looking for the answers they need to create as effective a school system as humanly possible. When the four major educational issues covered previously are subjected to the scrutiny of Aristotle and his four major ideas, unique and potentially groundbreaking solutions are discovered: An outdated, shallow curriculum can be revamped under the premises of the final cause; a lack of adequate focus by the government can be rectified by some common organization; social and financial issues can be prevented using democratic concepts; and the problem of minimum effort exerted by the government can be amended with some adherence to the idea of the Golden Mean.

The obsolete curriculum plans that school systems around the U.S. currently employ would certainly draw the attention of Aristotle, not to mention the brunt force of one of his major ideas: the idea of the final cause. Better educational results could come from the school system planning their strategy around what they want students to accomplish, rather than the actual content of the lesson plan. By establishing a final cause for pupils before any lesson plans are drafted, the overall quality of information would drastically improve. Where it seems that education is sometimes lacking a direction or purpose in this innovative age, this technique would reduce the tendency to create standardized, meaningless classes that interest no one in particular. Perhaps doubly beneficial would be the aftereffect of such an undertaking in the United States: Aristotle's idea of a final cause might even lead the system to readdress the question of why there is education in America at all. This question is one that most likely could use a redefined answer, after a long period of time where education has done nothing especially extraordinary to seem neither appealing to youths, nor even necessary for mediocrity. There are far too many fantastic aspects of education for it to fall by the wayside, for students, teachers, and citizens, and also as a nation; not only is knowledge is one of the greatest things that the universe has to offer, but it is the most significant key to unlocking success in the modern-day world. Taking all of this into consideration, a simple reevaluation of the educational system based on Aristotle's idea could be revolutionary at a time where education has gotten disappointingly stale.

Aristotle’s organizational methods formed a substructure that spanned across and supported nearly all of his major ideas; these same premises can be extremely useful in a similar way in an attempt to revitalize America’s schools. A major recommendation that could be made would address the issue of a disconnect between school systems between cities, districts, and states; for example, the ninth grade of public schooling in the U.S. is grouped with middle schools in some areas and high schools in others. The same issue arises where the sixth grade is concerned, divided between elementary and middle school levels. Families are not always able to live in a certain state for the entire thirteen years that a typical student requires to complete public schooling, and should the need arise to change states, this inconsistency can be confusing and annoying for families. This idea of a uniform system throughout the country can be extended beyond the grade system; the length of a calendar year of school also varies depending on location, valuable education opportunities are not always available in all states, and the country could benefit greatly from a uniform grading scale throughout. However, these principles of uniformity and organization can be utilized not only on the country as a whole, but at the local levels as well; there is much to be gained from a curriculum that is structured more appropriately and smoothly. As so often is the case, school systems have minimum standards that are required to be achieved by the students, greatly limiting what teachers are capable of passing on to their undergraduates; an outline of the general topics would allow teachers much more creative freedom, and there are some successful instances of this style in the United States already. In addition, Aristotle would suggest that instead of pelting pupils with facts one by one until everything in the curriculum has been covered, different topics should relate to each other and be taught in a sequence that is appropriate. This style would be more engaging and far more meaningful to students, as well as the teachers themselves. What is arguably Aristotle's greatest philosophical advancement can be utilized in a wide variety of ways to make numerous improvements on schooling in America.

Aristotle was very aware of how different systems of government can be both effective when conditions are favorable, but equally as bad when conditions are extreme; just like all governmental systems have their downfalls, all school systems have similar weaknesses that can prevent any practical instruction. In many school administrations across the United States, there resides a school superintendent that oversees all operations within their district and has corresponding authority over officials below him, such as school board members, principals, and the like. These superintendents often have the power to give the final say in many important decisions that affect the lives of students, parents, teachers, and all others involved in public schooling in some way; for example, a superintendent might hear the appeal of a student who was recently wrongfully expelled. This system is commonplace throughout America, but Aristotle would advise that should the superintendent start abusing his power, the citizens of the community must do whatever they can to be sure that he does not remain at that position of power for much longer. A more noteworthy idea of Aristotle’s, however, is the idea that “with an enlightened citizenry and good educational opportunities, constitutional democracy may qualify precisely for the ideal form of government” (Workman). Currently, in the city of Virginia Beach, for example, members of the school board are elected by democratic vote, but the citizens have no say in who those board members elect to be the superintendent in turn. This and other similar systems may benefit from a more appropriate American model, where citizens vote for the highest position of superintendent directly, just as they vote for the President of the United States. In addition to all of the ideas that can improve America’s school systems, Aristotle’s take on governmental systems can prevent an already high quality administration from falling into chaos at any level of public education, from the superintendent to the students.

There has always been a fundamental struggle at the epicenter of schooling issues, and it usually detracts focus from the true issues that plague America’s schools: is the traditional method of schooling more effective, or is a more progressive approach needed? Aristotle might suggest both. His idea of a Golden Mean can be correlated to this rather troublesome dilemma quite effectively: one very straightforward solution alludes to the problem presented earlier involving school zoning. Many parents do not have the freedom to send their offspring to whichever school they prefer, because that style of school is not offered in the area; the lack of uniformity throughout America’s education system becomes apparent once more. Make both types of schools accessible to families, who can then decide for themselves which institution they would prefer to have their children educated at; in this way, Aristotle’s belief in a life of balance prevails quite literally, as both options would naturally moderate one another. Of course, like any real war zone, these ideological wars must also have neutral ground, and this is where the Golden Mean really shines through as an amazing intellection. In actuality, both systems of schooling have both their strong and weak points: traditional schools have a solid grasp on what is important for kids to absorb, and progressive schools create the best environment for that information to be absorbed. By fully realizing Aristotle’s concept of a perfect balance, all schools benefit by being neither too progressive nor too traditional, and the school system would have the potential to be many times more effective than it currently is. When both sides of this abstract battle finally come together and implement their positive facets in school systems nationwide, the proper focus can at last be reacquired; as a result, the other issues that hinder a superior education can finally be addressed with the proper attention that they require.


Classical Greek philosophy is not typically seen as having any correlation to modern educational methods and standards, but by utilizing a specific philosopher and his major ideas and applying those thoughts to individual issues, clear and concise solutions can be formulated. It is a very unorthodox approach, but judging from the analysis, it is most likely the most effective approach possible: the core problem with modern-day education is that it has become stale, and a thorough refreshing is ideal. So accordingly, why not take a completely fresh approach to the table when trying to determine what can be done about education in America? It could very well lead to a renewed dominance over the rest of the globe in the field of education, setting the bar high for other countries around the world.


Public schooling plays such a vital role in global affairs that it is important to understand how it works and how it can be improved upon. Having been a student himself, Aristotle would be able to relate quite well to education; regardless of the time period, learning is a staple of society anywhere and everywhere on the planet. Concerning American public education in particular, Aristotle's main beliefs prove to be highly relevant and surprisingly fitting, two characteristics that good solutions require to work. Education is the great path to accomplishing amazing things in the world, and this path should be without cracks or uneven surfaces. Aristotle's ideas can show one that despite coming as far has mankind has—and humans still have endless possibilities for advancement—the classics can still be relevant and useful, and this holds true even when discussing one of the prominent features of America: public education.
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Reflection

Two and a half years after submitting this paper to Mr. Fodchuk, it still holds the top spot in my mind and heart as the best piece I have ever written using the English language. Almost subliminally, I chose a topic that I always have been and always will be passionate about, education. I was skeptical of Mr. Fodchuk's battle plan at first: I posed questions such as “How would we combine a philosopher, a secular topic, and the world, all in one paper?” But these questions were largely dismissed by my mind as rhetorical; as I progressed deeper and deeper into my topic, I learned that perception does not equal reality. What seemed to be two totally irrelevant topics meshed together into the most coherent, logical argument I have ever written, and I am still overjoyed with the way the work reads as a whole.


Education plays such a massive role in all lives, and mine has been no exception up to this point. My education is the main source of my pride, and teachers across the gamut have helped encourage me, and push me to do the best I am capable of. I am certain that this is my best piece not only because of how I feel about it, but how readers felt about it. The most inspiring quote, that I have saved to this day, was from Mr. Fodchuk himself: “Mike, this is one of the most intelligent and insightful papers I've ever received from a high school student. You have a brilliant mind. Envision yourself doing fantastic things in your life and then chase after them relentlessly.” I am certain this is my best piece because of the feeling I get from reading it and this quote.

Across the Curriculum

Florida Modern Architecture

Computer-Aided Design (CAD)

Grade 11

Information

The following is the year-long project that Mr. Nestor's class worked on in Architectural Drawing during junior year. Everyone was tasked with the responsibility to design an original house from scratch, in its entirety. The following are all of the blueprints for different aspects of the house: write-up, floor plan, front elevation, rear elevation, site plan, and wall section, respectively. At the end are pictures of the final house presentation to the Tidewater Builders Association for judging. The blueprints were printed on standard sized paper and cut to fit a large, three-panel foam board.

Reflection

This piece is tough for me to reflect on properly, because it epitomizes the contradiction that I faced in my high school career. Back in the eighth grade, I talked with my guidance counselor about what I should go on to in the next four years. I was clearly destined for an academy, but would it be technology, or math and science?


Her key point of advice was this: “If you like technology, go for it.”


I liked technology, and I went for it. Was it the wrong decision? Perhaps. I can honestly say that I have gained nothing inherently valuable from the academy portion of my education in high school. Halfway through my junior year, the year in which I created this piece, I realized that I was destined for a mathematical career, specifically one as an actuary. But that certainly did not stop me from finishing this project in style.


I love this piece because it is a different side of me. I am viewed as the brain of the operation, more of a thinker than a dreamer. And I will be the first to admit that my imagination is lacking at certain times. So the fact that I could draw inspiration from others, add in some ideas of my own, and create a nearly prize-winning architecture entry was very satisfying, both then and now. This piece represents a huge amount of diversity for me.

Student Choice

Mr. Forbidden

Short Story

Grade 9

Mr. Forbidden

by Michael Tarpey

Block 4-1

5-10-07


Teiluj was a nice girl that led a simple life. She had plenty of friends and a nice family...she graduated from UNC in '03, and was having a successful life as a business advisor for MTJ. She was doing great. She didn't need anyone.


Except for Oemor.


Oemor was the coolest guy she'd ever met. He always seemed on his toes, ready to react to anything. Whenever you were around him, there was something exciting going on. And she loved that about him. She had done everything she could for him in the past, including bailing Oemor out of those rough times when he was in jail for the latest crime he committed. As he told her once before, “It's how I live.” She wanted to marry him and ride off with him in his convertible into the sunset.


And he wanted her, so badly. Not badly enough to give up his life of crime, but badly enough to keep their relationship a secret from anyone who stood in their way.


But it wasn't going to happen. Teiluj's parents wanted her to have nothing to do with Oemor, especially as far as marriage went. He was a thug, a criminal, and they wanted their daughter to be safe. On the other hand, Oemor's parents were never around, so he was free as a bird. The only obstacle in the way of these two lovers'...love, was Teiluj's mother and father.


They had a plan. It was simple, really...all the young couple had to do was tell Teiluj's parents that they were going on a little vacation to California. They'd pack their bags and leave. The only thing is, they would never come back. They had a beautiful condo waiting for them in San Diego. Simple, right?


They would never get a chance to see if the plan would work.

------------


Oemor was feeling unusually illegal today, the day before the couple's permanent vacation to a new life on the west coast. He thought he'd shoplift himself some entertaining things to put in the new house. He stopped at the local Best Buy, and got a cart. He went around the store, looking for some high-end things for the new house...a big TV for the wall, a huge stereo to annoy the new neighbors, an Usamakinaki because it's awesome...the usual home theater items. The only difference between his and any other normal shopping trip was that he didn't stop at the cash register on the way out.


Now the security at Best Buy wasn't stupid...obviously they asked him what he thought he was doing. And he told them plainly that he was taking these to California, and broke into a run. That's when the chase began.


He managed to get the TV and the Usamakinaki into the car, but he ditched the stereo before the security could catch him. He got in his car and peeled out of the parking lot.


As he sped down I-21, he called his buddy Jamie and started casually talking to him. It was like a Sunday drive, only on the wrong side of the road. With cops.


------------


Teiluj got home from work early and turned on the news at noon. As she was eating some Oreos, she listened to the breaking news.


“...and police have identified the driver of the car as Oemor Scymczak, also wanted for a murder in the state of Florida...he must be going over 110 mph, and it looks like he's talking on his cellphone...”


She dropped her glass of milk and turned the TV up to full blast. She couldn't believe her eyes. Well, she could, really. He had been in some deep trouble before, for sure...but never had she suspected him of murder. She thought long and hard...and she didn't care. She loved him, no matter what he did. They were in too deep now.


She grabbed her cellphone and called him, once, twice, three times...and she realized that she could still see him talking on the TV. “C'mon, Oemor!” she yelled. “You dummy! Get off the phone!”


------------


Oemor threw the cellphone at the cop car behind him. It went under the car, made some crazy noises, and the car blew up. Don't ask how. Anyway, half of the cars were now out of the chase, and he was breathing easier.


“...and it appears that the suspect has blown up the cop car behind him with his cellphone! Don't ask me how he did it...”


As Teiluj listened to the newsperson report the obvious, she cursed Oemor inside her head. All she could do for him was pray.


“...Wait, what am I thinking? I can do something! I'm coming, Oemor!”


She backed out of her driveway to join the chase.

------------


Oemor reached the edge of the road, on top of a conveniently placed cliff dangling over the Atlantic. The Dead End sign glared in the background as the cops yelled through their megaphones.


“We have you surrounded!” they said. “Just give up!”


He turned off MMI Radio and got out of the car with a gun and a middle aged man. How did he get in there?


“Just put down the gun and release the hostage!” the cops demanded.


He knew there was nowhere to run. And he would be going to jail for at least life, considering the murder, the chase, the hostage, the shoplifting...


He knew what he had to do.

------------


Teiluj could see the skid marks on the road she was driving. She knew she was close. “Please, don't do anything stupid,” she thought to herself.

------------


Oemor thought to himself, “I guess I'm gonna do something stupid.”


He pulled out the pack of gum from his pocket (because you can't shoplift without taking a pack of gum), and stuck a piece in his mouth while still holding his hostage at gunpoint. The cops were wondering what planet this guy was from, when he broke out into a loud yell:


“Teiluj! I'll see you when I see you.”


As he swore that he had heard those lines on a famous blog somewhere before, he released the hostage. Now pointing the gun at the cops, he backed up to the edge of the cliff. He reached up to his head and grabbed his Denver Broncos hat, then leaned over and placed it on the ground, 2 inches away from the edge of the cliff.


The police chief shouted, “Hey man! Don't do anything stupid!”


He quietly said, “It's how I live.”


With the news helicopter hovering overhead, he leaned back.

------------


The cops were baffled by Oemor's logic. Before their brains started hurting, one of them spoke up and said, “Enh.” The others agreed, and left the scene, off to the Laser Quest for some target practice.

------------


Teiluj arrived on the scene as the sun was beginning to set in the direction of their new condo.  She saw the Denver Broncos hat on the edge of the cliff, and with a gust of wind, the hat seemed to call to her. She picked it up, and taped to the top of the inside was a coupon for free ice cream.


“You're a crazy fool, Oemor...But I can't live without you.”


She walked up to the edge of the cliff. Her brain started fighting with itself, as it does in all cheesy stories. One side thought it wasn't worth it, but the other side just couldn't bear the pain of life without Oemor.


In an eerily similar fashion, Teiluj turned around, closed her eyes, and leaned backwards. As she fell, she knew that their plan had really worked. No matter the method, the end result was the same; they were together and free.


The Denver Broncos hat rested peacefully next to the dead end sign.

Reflection

This is my favorite piece to read of all of the work I have done over the past four years. I still vividly remember reading this out loud to the class three years ago in freshman English. I wanted to take the typical tragic romance and twist it so far on its head that it would explode with laughter, and I got exactly the reaction I was looking for from my classmates. It has quite a few inside jokes that the average reader will not understand, which prevents it from ever achieving anything beyond personal meaning.


But that is not to say there is anything wrong with it. The level of detail I was able to achieve so early in my high school career was surprising upon review. It was not only the big things that kept the audience attentive, it was the minor details, such as the pack of gum, or the hostage, if one is willing to dismiss a hostage as a minor detail.


This piece gave me such a strong feeling upon rediscovery that in addition to merely representing it in my portfolio, I would take it and transform it into a live-action movie to be presented in the oral component of this portfolio. It has a slightly different feel to it, but it, unlike some other book-to-movie transitions, manages to capture the same magic that the written version carries with it, which was even more satisfying.

New Essay

Valedictory Address to the Class of 2010

Speech

Grade 12


Hello Class of 2010, how are you doing tonight?


That's good, great. They picked me to give the last speech, go figure. Didn't see that coming. So since I have this opportunity to speak for the class, I decided that I should talk about the struggles that we've all faced and overcome in these four years. Because we have all faced some sort of obstacle, some more than others. Family deaths and illnesses, property damage, arguments, broken ties of friendship, tough sports losses. Even saw a kid's homework go flying down Princess Anne road once! He's here tonight though, that didn't fail him or anything.


We've all known for a while that this day would come for us, and I knew I'd have to give this speech. It wasn't until a few weeks ago that I realized I was meant to give this speech, because my destiny has given me the perspective I need to speak upon such a subject as hardship. My personal hardship gives a lot of insight into the strength of the class of 2010.


Back in May of sophomore year, my mother was diagnosed with aggressive lung cancer and given 6-12 months to live. But there's two things that people have to understand about my mom: one, she is a fighter, and two, she more than anyone else loved my sister Hanah and I. So in order to protect us, she avoided telling us for as long as possible.


In the first week of our junior year was when my aunt revealed to me the truth. And the year was spent juggling work and caring for a mother that was quickly thinning, losing her hair, and able to perform fewer and fewer normal tasks on her own. It was very much a role reversal, and I know my mother hated not being able to do her job.


A few days after junior year ended, she died...And that's where the class of 2010 shined through. 


My sister and I met more supporters and friends upon returning to school at the beginning of this year than I ever knew I had. No one needed to know the entire story; they knew that I was a friend in need, and they were there for me this year.


Then, unexpectedly 5 weeks ago, my father died as well. I didn't think that I would receive the same response that came upon the death of my mother, simply because it was so shocking.


And I was wrong. The support was, and still is, even greater.


This has been almost impossible to take in over ten months of senior year, which almost discouraged me from focusing this speech on the topic, because it's hard to condense the emotion and heartbreak down into a few minutes here on stage. And as I said before, I have this great opportunity to speak for everyone and share my story, but there are many more that can not be forgotten. We lost three of our seniors, Patricia, Bernadette, and Jonathan, well before their time. Those of us who were close also have perspective as to what a major tragedy can do to affect people. But we must also remember that those who we have lost, friends, family, parents...they are all here. And they have much better seats than any of us have, not to make anyone jealous or anything.


This is what I want to focus on. The fact that we have all faced these hardships together is what transforms us from individual seniors, to a class of friends. Upon returning to school to start this year, the first thing the representatives of the senior class offered me was a paid senior package, knowing and caring about the financial trouble that my mother's death would cause our family.


Someone wise once told me that the world would never deal you more than you could handle, and I think we can all find a lot of truth in that. None of us are perfect, despite what our T-shirts claim. But these hardships are what we are supposed to experience, and this is where the class of 2010 has shined the most. We have mastered the ability to help each other, an ability whose usefulness spans from the smallest favor to the largest global cause. Some of us needed more help than others, and some gave more than others, but in the end that's all irrelevant. It's not about coming out even, it's about the greater bond we've all created. And what's so great about this bond, is that no matter where all of us go, it will still be there. We can all look back and remember the times that we helped or were helped by one of our classmates from Landstown, and use that memory to go on and help whoever we may come across in the world. No hardship in the world can change that fact. 


For the past four years, each of us had 500 other people we could relate to whenever we found ourselves in trouble. And from here on out, we all still have that same ability to help each other, now and forever, when we find ourselves with new hardships. I want everyone sharing this moment with us here tonight to not only be proud of the individual they're representing, but be proud of the class of 2010. And I want us, the class, to not just be proud of ourselves individually, but be proud of the class of 2010. Quite frankly, this is just too big. It's not #2's time, it's not She'neil's time, and it's certainly not my time. It's OUR time. It's time for Landstown's Class of 2010 to make itself known the world over.


Thank you.

Reflection

I will admit that it is hard to reflect on a speech that I have not delivered as of this writing, but everything is worth a shot.


The inspiration for my speech was a no-brainer. My years as an upperclassman have by far been the toughest stretch of my life. The prolonged sickness and death of my mother, followed by the unexpected death of my father, left me emotionally scarred for life. My mother taught me how to love, and my father taught me how to live. It was only natural that I give them some sort of credit in the speech that is my crowning achievement.


However, I had to keep in mind when writing who this speech was really for: the Class of 2010, that I am extremely proud of. I will always be able to stand with and support a group of people that can give me the emotional boost I need to get through an extremely difficult situation. So my primary goal was to somehow incorporate my personal experiences into the larger scale of the roughly 500 members of the class, and I believe I accomplished this to the best of my ability.


Friends and family have told me they are bound to get emotional when I finally deliver this speech on June 18th, 2010. Laughing and crying are two of the most powerful displays of emotion in the world, and I seek both in my delivery. The valediction is the farewell address, and I am truly honored and privileged to be able to give it. The pressure has gotten to me like nothing I have ever experienced, cutting into my sleep and at times, even my physical health, it seems.


But I know that everyone is behind me, and I will make every last one of them proud.


Suffice to say, there is a lot riding on this speech, which is why I chose it to be in my final portfolio.

Final Reflection Essay

Four Years In The Making

Short Essay

Grade 12


It is raining outside.


I have always loved the rain, ever since I was a child. I think I love it because it is the opposite of order, and everything in the world is so orderly these days. Rain falls with no predictable pattern, and every drop fills a different space, unless two decide to combine, or one decides to separate, much as humans do.


Have I been as effective as rain in my high school career?


Rain has no limit. Rain can reach the furthest corners of the globe, from Japan to Jamaica, sometimes growing and forming stronger and more complex storms, such as hurricanes.  My writing, from the first essay of freshman year to this very reflection, has grown deeper, stronger, and more complex, more rapidly than I could have ever dreamed. This is a product of my experiences as well as experiences of my teachers. Rain clouds will take on moisture from any ocean, not just their own. And as they travel around the world, forming and dissipating, they cover everything. My variety was not as all-encompassing as rain's, but it ran the gauntlet from school system oppression to worldwide depression, with one-hundred percent effort (or one-hundred percent chance of thunderstorms, if weatherman is your profession).


In Earth Science one is taught about the water cycle: how water changes from a liquid to a gas as it evaporates, and back to raindrops as it condenses into clouds. My portfolio has been very cyclical in nature as well; maturity derived from life experiences led to writing, and writing of those life experiences led to additional maturity. My writing was not always this productive, but it naturally became this way as my career progressed from writing about vacations to writing complex, college-convincing essays.


The last quality of rain that I could compare with is inevitability. Because if a rain cloud is bound to pass overhead, it is inevitable that something is going to get wet, whether it is the umbrella or the little girl's hair. And in every assignment I ever tackled in high school, there was one thing inevitable about my approach: no matter what I did, I tried to have fun with it.


It was a short rainstorm; now it has subsided, and the night is quiet again. All that remain outside are puddles, in which one can reflect upon anything from a simple blemish to their entire high school career.


Because of my experiences in English, I will always choose the latter.

