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Let’s Examine the Profession,
'‘Not the Teachers

Minimum competency tests for teachers B
_ ’ experience of anending a session
will not solve our problems; we need at the American Educational Re
B . ~ search Association’s annus ling a
fundamental changes in the structure of Tt Bl Clrme et e
[Cuching Lln(_l It'lll'nins.{. kansas), John Goodlad (Professor at
< UCLA)Y. Albent Shanker (President of

. the American Federation of Teachers).

and Lee Shulman (Professor at Stan
ford and President of AERA) discussed
the pros and cons of state-required
competency  testing  of  practicing
teachers

The session focused on an initial
presentation by Governor Chinton,
which extolled the virtues of Arkansas
newly- launched competency testing
program. Shanker followed with a re
luctant endorsement of the program
but lamented the state of affairs of the
teaching profession in general. Good
lad was clearlv opposed 1o the pro- |
gram and was more concerned with
treating the causes rather than the
symptoms of what ails the profession

As the dialogue went on. I was
overcome by what | was witnessing
the vear was 1985 and over 500 people
seriously concerned about schooling
were listening to a panel of distin
guished and equallv concerned educa
tors and politicians debate the wisdom
of what 1s essenually a test of funcrion- |
al literacy for teachers! If there were |
ever a better symbolic representation
of the currenmt conditions and circum
stances of teaching, I have vet to see it
But the symbolic meaning cuts deep-
er. It goes o the verv core of the
educational values and priorities of a
major world power that has to worn
about about the funcuonal literacy of
its public school teachers as it ap- |
proaches the 21st centun

Whatever these values and prioriues
are, thev appear to have little effect on
the magnitude of resources, commit
ment, and wisdom necessary to urn
around the teaching profession in this
countryv. We are, 1 suspect, quickly
becoming the laughingstock of mam
Asian and European nations whose
teachers (1) are highlv respected
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members of their communities; (2)
receive salaries equivalent to those of
other high-level professions; and (3)
teach approximatelv half-time in class-
rooms and engage in instructional di-
agnosis, planning, and other profes-
sional development activities during
the other half. In shomn, the circum-
stances and conditions of teaching in
these nations serve to attract quality
people to a quality profession to par-
ticipate in quality work environments
and activities.!

The Teaching Profession in
America

We isolate our teachers in classrooms
for at least five-sixths of their workday
to manage approxima el 150 student
contact hours for instructional pur-
poses. Then, when the going gets
tough, the tough get going on the
accountability bandwagon. The rheto-
ric of educational excellence is accom-
panied by the practice of minimum
competency testing—fhrst for students,
now for their teachers.? We lure peo-
ple into the profession with the offer
of $13,000 (the average beginning
teacher salarv per nine-month vear in
1984). Then we become concerned
and test them to see if they are func-
tionally literate (7th grade-level basic
skills performance in Arkansas, for ex-
ample). Finally, if the current senti-
ment at the federal level prevails, we
will put the finishing touches on “ex-
cellence” by setting schools in compe-
tition with one another and the private
sector through voucher plans and the
like. This sequence of events is hardly
the wayv to go about "stemming the
rising tide of mediocrity” in education

How Our System Has Failed

After many distinguished vears in the
field of educational evaluation, Cron-
bach and his associates (1981) noted
that the "demand for accountability is
a sign of pathology in the political
system” (p. 4). Following many opti-
mistic vears of work toward school
improvement and change, Sarason
(1983) is fed up with America’s pro-
pensity to use schooling as a political
football, as both “scapegoat and salva-
tion” for society's failures and fears.
And it seems clear that the reforms of
the '80s are motivated more by politi-
cal interests and short-term, stopgap
measures than by long-term commit-

ments and sustained efforts to signifi-
cantly improve public schooling and
the teaching profession.

Sarason now challenges the as-
sumption that schools can change; in
fact, he challenges the very viabili-
tv of public schooling as we have
known it. Schools are among society’s
most entrenched and obdurate organi-
zations when it comes to institutional
change—rivaled only, perhaps, by cor-
rectional facilities.? Interestingly, the
private sector is beginning to demon-
strate that it can do no worse than
government agencies in running pris-
ons, and it can do it more efhciently
No doubt, it can demonstrate the same
for schooling *

It may be a bit premature, however,
to give up on public schooling, to give
up on our goal of a common, equita-
ble, public education for all our na-
tion's children. The failure of major
school interventions has been just
that—they have been interventions
They have not involved school staff
members, they have used them. And in
return, teachers simply close their
classroom doors and carrv on busi-
ness as usual. The many studies such
as the Rand reports (Berman and
McLaughlin, 1978) and the growing
bodv of work on collaborative re-
search (Ward and Tikunoff, 1982) have
demonstrated the viability of alterna-
tive change paradigms. Our history of
failure in major and pervasive educa-
tional change, then, is largely rooted
in interventionist R & D models, we
have not vet experienced an equiva-
lent test of alternauve approaches
based on real collaboration berween
researchers and practitioners ®

Hard Work in the Future

Indeed, the challenge is formidable
for those seriously committed to fun-
damental school change and the con-
cept of public schooling. We must
continue in this pursuit, however, not
through teacher examinations, but
through critical examinations of the
teaching profession in the context of a
general examination of schooling it-
self Fortunately, significant work in
studying what goes on in schools has
been completed recently and provides
much of the required contextual
grounding.” Moreover, this work has
been accompanied by renewed inter-
ests, concerns, and proposals regard-
ing teacher education and the profes-

S —

sion in general ®

My hope, therefore, is that while
some go about “reforming” education,
checking to see if teachers can read
and compute, others will go about
experimenting with more fundamen-
tal educational changes. By fundamen-
tal, I mean nothing short of reconcep-
tualizing and reconstructing teaching
and learning in schools for children
and in schools for teachers of chil-
dren. With these efforts must also
come strong advocacy for the condi-
tions and circumstances necessary to
attract quality professionals to a quality
profession. Those looking for a neat
and tidy blueprint for all this may hnd
comfort in the current wave of quick-
fix accountability schemes. 1 submit,
however, that these schemes are dan-
gerous, especially in a time of rapidly
accelerating social change. The future
of public schooling itself mav be on
the line.[J

'Staggering statistics on the current con
ditions and circumstances of teaching have
been compiled and summarized by a num-
ber of researchers See, for example, Dar
ling-Hammond, 1984; Feistritzer, 1983, and
Willoughby, 19485

We have elaborated considerably on
this issue elsewhere (Siromik and Good-
lad, 1985)

‘The disturbing  parallels  berween
schools and correctional institutions have
not gone unnoticed, particularly by sociol
ogists attempting to understand the phe-
nomenon of schooling. See, for example,
Hurn, 1978

‘large corporations such as IBM have
already begun substantial educational and
retraining programs for their emplovees

Ssee the argument in Heckman, Oakes,
and Sirotnik, 19583

“This echoes Goodlad's propaosal (1970)

“See, among others, Bover, 1983, Good
lad, 1984, Lightfoot, 1983; and Sizer, 1984

"For examples see Feistritzer, 1984,
Joyce and Clift, 1984, Kerr, 1983. Sizer,
1984, and Zumwalt, 1982
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The
One Minute
School Administrator

PRE-WORKSHOP TO NATIONAL CONVENTION
ASCD

Friday, February 28, 1986
8:00 am - 4:00 pm
San Francisco, California

A full-day workshop which applies the successful principles of the
One Minute Manager to “people management in schools

For complete program details including meeting location and registra-
tion packet, please write or call:

JPW ASSOCIATES

Transwestern 11, Suite 109
490 North 31st St.. Billings. MT 59101
(406) 256-2233

The Center for Reasoning Studies
announces

A NATIONAL CONFERENCE
TEACHING THINKING

February 6-8, 1986
Hilton Head Island, South Carolina

30 major workshops

® Speakers: Barry Beyer, Claire Weinstein,
Charleen Swansea

® A dozen alternative instructional approaches

High school, gifted, and college applications

® Key research, testing, and implementation issues

Write or Call: Curtis Miles
Piedmont Technical College
/ P.O. Drawer 1467
Greenwood, SC 29648
(803) 223-8357

Limited to the first 300 paid participants.
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