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A Different Approach
to Professionalism:

Teachers in Private Practice

Teachers can have the autonomy they need to
be accountable for results by becoming

contractors rather than employees.

Modest and cautious as Superin-
tendent James Walker's pro-
posal (see p. 68) is, it opens

up a promising route to the profes-
sionalization of teaching by creating
the opportunity for teachers to work
for themselves. Curiously, and unfor-
tunately, this route has been ignored
in the national discussion about how
to transform teaching. Virtually all the
articles and speeches, proposals, and
reports assume that teachers must be
employees

This need not be so. Teachers could
operate from a base of private prac-
tice: working in groups, contracting
with schools or school districts to take
responsibility for a curriculum area or
for a grade level, and making their
own decisions about teaching meth-
ods and materials, selecting col-
leagues, determining their administra-
tion and compensation.

A key test for professionals is wheth-
er they control their own work. "Tell
me what vou want done," a true pro-
fessional will say. "Don't tell me how
to do it. I know how to do it." And
nothing establishes professional con-

trol of work more firmly than to work
for oneself as an independent practi-
tioner.

The Private Practice Option
In Minnesota the idea of a private
practice option has now become a part
of what may well be the nation's most
interesting and significant policy de-
bate about the future of public educa-
tion. The issue has been raised by a
small project, Teachers in Private Prac-
tice, organized by a nonprofit corpora-
tion called Public School Incentives.
The project has received support from
several Minnesota foundations com-
mitted to the public schools and, at the
same time, to changes that will chal-
lenge the traditional "givens" in edu-
cation. The supporters include the
Northwest Area Foundation, the First
National Bank of Minneapolis Founda-
tion, the 3M Foundation, the Bigelow
Foundation, the Fingerhut Corpora-
tion, and the Medtronic Foundation, as
well as the Carnegie Corporation of
New York.

As a design and development pro-
ject, Teachers in Private Practice is

exploring the conditions under which
teachers might work for themselves.
The project is looking for teachers and
some schools or school districts will-
ing to demonstrate the idea

Some teachers already are self-em-
ploved, of course, as consultants in
curriculum or test design or staff de-
velopment. Others have become en-
trepreneurs. Most of these businesses
are small and outside education. Wil-
son Learning Corporation in Eden
Prairie, Minnesota. is an exception.
Now one of the major suppliers of
training services to business, it was
started bv Larry Wilson who was
(though briefly) a teacher.

Entrepreneurship can offer teachers
substantial economic benefits within
the svstem as well Jay Ross, a high
school math teacher who taught him-
self about computers, founded a com-
pany in Ortonville. Minnesota, that
now sells a million dollars a year of
custom-designed software Kay Fred-
ericks, a kindergarten teacher in White
Bear Lake, Minnesota, started Trend
Enterprises, a supplier of classroom
displays to schools.
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Teachers as Educational
Entrepreneurs
Can we bring more of this energy and
innovation into the classroom? We be-
lieve so. Many teachers are risk-ad-
verse. But some are interested. Many
of those most interested have spouses
who are self-employed. Art, music,
world languages, and special educa-
tion are the fields most discussed.
Indeed, nothing has impressed us so
much as the way this idea has spread
by word of mouth from teacher to
teacher. One teacher who came to us
for information said he had heard

about it shortly after moving to Minne-
sota. Standing in line for Kentucky
Fried Chicken in Grand Rapids, he
struck up a casual conversation with
the person ahead of him, who turned
out to be a teacher.

At least initially, most teachers think
in terms of working as solo practition-
ers. We think this reflects their training
and experience; teachers in schools
essentially work alone. We think this
should change.

Public School Incentives, which
brought together the interested teach-
ers, has helped them think through

the major questions that arise when
anyone considers private practice
What exactly is our service? What form
will our association take? Where are
our markets? How do we price our
service? What kind of a contract would
we write? Where will we get our insur-
ance and support services?

Each question has several possible
answers. We have prepared model ar-
ticles of incorporation, business plans,
and contracts, and have developed
networks-recurring meetings of
groups of teachers-to help them with
information and advice. We like the
model proposed by Superintendent
Walker, but would not want to see the
idea limited to schools in which the
teachers are presently employed. The
most progress will be made where
teachers come together in groups
around an innovative idea and have an
opportunity to offer their services to
any school district.

World languages, for example,
could be taught by a combination of
full- and part-time associates working
partly for schools and partly for out-
side clients. They could bring in other
nationals as tutors, including students
from other countries as peer-tutors,
and make full use of audio and video-
tapes and of young people's maga-
zines published in other countries.
Math and science are clearly other
high-potential areas, given the pro-
spective shortage of qualified teachers
in these fields. Schools will need to
offer more attractive career opportuni-
ties to draw qualified people It is
difficult to offer competitive pay and
competitive opportunity within the
framework of conventional master
contracts.

Moving from Employee to
Practitioner
The transition to private practice is
partly psychological. We know teach-
ers who have hesitated, fearing that
their request to teach as a private
practitioner would inconvenience the
superintendent. Others are reluctant
to be different from their colleagues.

Nurses have provided a helpful
model: once "the doctor's assistant,"
they have built their personal service
into a profession. Nurse practitioners
take primary responsibility for certain
kinds of patient care. Colleges now
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"A key test for
professionals is
whether they control
their own work...
And nothing
establishes professional
control of work more
firmly than to work
for oneself as an
independent
practitioner."

train nurse practitioners to be entre-
preneurs, and some nurse-midwives
who own and operate birth clinics.

Unlike healthcare professionals
who sell services to a private market,
teachers need not form a private
school or serve only a private market.
Public School Incentives is designing
an arrangement through which teach-
ers can work in public schools by
contracting with school districts.

The transition to private practice has
political ramifications. We are often
asked, "What does the union think?" At
the moment, and in general, the teach-
ers' organizations oppose the plan.
This is not surprising: a new idea is
never accepted without challenge. We
think that the unions will seriously
consider it if we can show how entre-
preneurship could benefit teachers
and students.

Meeting Educational
Challenges Through
Professionalism
Almost everyone with whom we have
discussed the private practice option
has felt that this idea has great poten-
tial both for teachers and for students.
Private practice can respond effectively
to four major challenges facing educa-
tion.

1. Professionalism. Private practice
means control of one's own work. The
"employee model"--however elabo-
rated with additional training, certifi-
cations, and job-differentiation--does
not inherently produce professional
autonomy for teachers.

2. Career growth. One public school
principal we know says in private mo-
ments that his job is to motivate for as
long as possible, and to the maximum
extent possible, people who are in
essentially dead-end jobs. Private prac-
tice, by contrast, offers the possibility
for growth: different schools, multiple
schools, changing roles, greater re-
wards, more decision-making power.

3. Accountabiliy. In the employee
model, administrators make evalua-
tion, promotion, and compensation
decisions that may be unacceptable to
teachers. Evaluation by other teachers
or by teacher-controlled boards may
prove unacceptable to school districts
and to legislatures.

Private practice links accountability
to contract renewal. It is supplement-
ed by the kind of self-evaluation that
private practitioners in other fields tell
us they perform "so that we know how
well we are doing."

4. Innotiation. New technologies,
such as interactive laser/videodisc, and
new procedures, such as peer teach-

ing, promise to offer students the indi-
vidualization so needed and desired
by parents. Under present arrange-
ments, teachers often see innovations
brought into schools by management
(if they are brought in) as a threat

Private practice can give teachers
responsibility for improving the edu-
cational system. Teachers will select
teaching methods and materials. The
benefits from the improvements that
they make-from reductions in cost
and increases in effectiveness-will go
to them. Private practice can give
teachers, schools, and districts the in-
centive and the opportunity to make
the improvements that public educa-
tion needs today. O

Ted Kolderke is a founder of Public
School Incentives and a senior fellow in
the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Pub-
lic Affairs, PO. 14901, University Station,
Minneapolis, MN 55414. Ru Anne 01O
sa, a teacher, is a self-employed consul-
rant in evaluation and program design. She
coordinates the Teachers in Private Prac-
tice Project at Public School Incentives.
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