








54 C'6.> Journal ofEducation • VOLUME 184, NUMBER 3 • 2003 

unifies the community, and that serves as a rite of passage, Bam­
berger tells us, to help Pennsbury's students become adults. We also 
follow the lives of selected students as they progress though the year: 
the homecoming queen, the co-chair of the prom, the junior class 
president, a couple who have a baby, a boy who drinks too much and 
is hit by a car. 

Bamberger was given access to e-mailsandinstantmessages.to 
family discussions, to student conversations. Recreating events and 
dialogue, he weaves all this information into a fast-paced, vivid nar­
rative. To know so much about so many characters and give structure 
and interest to what otherwise might be a mundane year required 
creativity, imagination, a lot of research, and careful editing. Bam­
berger excels at the mini-portrait: a janitor taking a cigarette break, a 
football star nursing his handicapped brother, the mother who learns 
that her son has been hit by a car. 

What does Bamberger tell us about Pennsbury students? "The 
kids at Pennsbury wanted cars, stereos, DVDs, dinner out." To satisfy 
these desires, more than half work after school. They drink, dress 
provocatively, have sex early. They love their parents but are generally 
not deferential. Although white, they embrace black culture and, 
raised on David Letterman, are comfortable with irony. They have 
little interest in church or Boy Scouts and no use for politicians. In 
the cafeteria, they cluster in cliques. They have an athletic elite and a 
"social ruling class." 

Bamberger profiles the high school quarterback and the field 
hockey star, both of whom pursue athletic scholarships. "Winter 
Sundays," says Bamberger, "were sacred in the lives of many Penns­
bury kids.... On Sundays in winter, the Eagles played [football]." 
Bamberger describes the junior class president's goal for getting the 
most out of his high school experience: "He vowed to live a life out of 
Fast Times at Ridgemont High, out of Risky Business, out of the Amer­
ican Pie movies." ,

What does Wonderland tell us about the teachers? The principal, 
once a basketball star at Pennsbury, is hardworking and compas­
sionate, though he seems to put only male teachers in the important 
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positions. "From the principal on down, Pennsbury was dominated 
by men. It had always been that way." The forensic coach could be 
found at Eagles games, selling programs to make a little extra money. 
Though sporting a long ponytail and tattoos, the art teacher knows 
how to draw the line when students are too familiar. But most of 
what we know about Pennsbury teachers comes through the eyes of 
veteran history teacher Jim Cunningham, who has been faculty advi­
sor to the prom for twenty-three years. Says Bamberger of Cunning­
ham: "For years, he had been one of those teachers found at almost 
every school, the teacher who shapes lives, the teacher whom former 
students talk about at their twenty-fifth reunion." 

Cunningham seems disillusioned by a new world in which stan­
dards have declined, basic skills are ignored, teacher-student debate 
is muzzled by political correctness, and bureaucratic minutiae 
diminish independence. 

He felt the modern teacher had been turned into a self-esteem 
counselor, that the modern teacher's role was to make the student 
feel good about himself. If the student couldn't spell or use proper 
grammar, that really didn't matter. 

Unlike Michael Johnston, however, Cunningham neither quotes 
Yeats nor argues for social justice. And unlike Rafe Esquith, Cun­
ningham does not call for uplifting novels, unreserved effort, or trips 
to symphony. Johnston and Esquith are crusaders and idealists. Of 
Cunningham, Bamberger notes, "his greatest memories of his thirty­
three teaching years were from the prom." 

The theme of this year's prom is "Hollywood Nights." Bamberger 
describes the students' transformation of the school: 

The red-carpet entrance, the giant popcorn boxes, the gold­
painted Oscar, the way every square foot of drab Pennsbury wall 
had been covered in original artwork.... There were student 
drawings of James Dean, Judy Garland, the Three Stooges, Clint 
Eastwood, Marilyn Monroe. One hallway had been converted into 
Beverly Hills's Rodeo Drive, with storefronts for Armani and 
Tiffany and Chane!. Another hallway was a replica of the Holly­
wood Walk of Fame, in which each senior had a star. 



56 ~ Journal ofEducation • VOLUME 184, NUMBER 3 • 2003 

The title of Wonderland comes from a poem by Lewis Carroll that .' 
Bamberger quotes to suggest that high school is a magical time of 
dreams, escape, and illusions. It also comes from a pop song by John 
Mayer. Bamberger tells us the song could be heard "while the volleyball 
team was practicing, in the student parking lot, and in the faculty 
rooms" with its refrain: "Your body is a wonderland:' The book 
includes references to Tony Soprano, Patti Labelle, Eminem, Justin 
Timberlake, Charlie's Angels, Matt Damon, Britney Spears. Except for 
Lewis Carroll, no person from art, literature, or science makes it into 
Bamberger's narrative. Popular culture has triumphed in Wonderland. 

In Wonderland there is little mention of academics, except to note 
that on Friday textbooks are thrown in the back seats of cars and 
"would not see daylight until school resumed:' To be fair, Bamberger 
did not set out to examine the curriculum at Pennsbury High School 
and his purpose inherently meant less time in the classroom. Still, the 
implied message of Wonderland is that intellect is not important at 
Pennsbury. Unwittingly, this book raises serious questions about the 
purpose of a high school education and the role of teachers. 

Jim Cunningham comments that in many ways Pennsbury had 
not changed: "High school had always been about the search for love, 
for sex, for various highs, for independence, for acceptance:' It is 
revealing that he does not mention knowledge, civic duty, or charac­
ter as things one searches for in high school. 

High schools should, of course, sponsor clubs and sports and 
encourage social adjustment, but they should also open new worlds 
and offer students an alternative universe to peer and popular cul­
ture. Ideally, teachers expose their students to the wonder of science, 
the fascination of history and literature, the beauty of mathematics. 

Wonderland offers a fascinating look at students in one AnIerican 
high school. They seem nice, hardworking, devoted to their parents. 
By the end of the book, Bamberger convinces the reader that proms 
are important. But in their devotion to cars and sports, their pursuit 
of material goods, their preoccupation with sex and celebrity, the 
students reflect AnIerican values at their most shallow. One leaves 
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.. Wonderland thinking that Richard Hofstader is correl::t in his belief 
that anti-intellectualism is a predominant feature of American 
schools. One leaves nostalgic for Michael Johnson and Rafe Esquith 

." and their belief that schools should do more than mimic a 
commercial culture. <00 


