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Teachers Must
For genuine reform, schools should be restructured. Teachers
have hard-won professional wisdom that can no longer be
ignored.
~W ~ e educators talk about re-

form, but often we only tinker
here and there with the sys-

tem that's currently in place. What we
need is a revolution, a radical depar-
ture from the way we structure our
schools and think about teaching, if we
are-to attack a problem too serious for
mere tinkering. The professional
ideals that draw women and men into
teaching-intensive and individual
work with students, personal intellec-
tual challenge, cooperation with col-
leagues, and control over one's work,
to name a few-are everywhere
thwarted.

A series of obstacles-from the iso-
lated, cellular organization of class-
rooms to the whole top-down, egg-
crate structure of the typical public
school-impedes effective teaching
and learning. Present classroom ar-
rangements force teachers to spend
most of their time lecturing and main-
taining order. Sometimes-when
faced with the problem of holding the
attention of excessive numbers of stu-
dents-they must entertain rather than
teach. If a group of experienced edu-
cators were given the opportunity to
structure a school from scratch, the
chances of their reaffirming the pres-
ent design would be remote.

Limiting Teachers
Cramps Learning
The constraints teachers feel take their
toll on student learning. Batch-proc-
essing of students ignores that individ-
ual students learn differently from sub-
ject to subject. Some need intensive
help from a variety of sources to attain
mastery, while others can function al-
most independently. Other students
who could forge ahead may be held

back to the average expectations for
their class or grade. Others, who en-
counter difficulties that might be easily
detected and corrected under a more
flexible structure, are left back to be-
come tomorrow's dropouts.

Teachers havewvery few ways to in-
corporate the wisdom gleaned from
classroom experience into solutions
to school problems. The top-down
command structure of American
schools subjects them-regardless of
their credennals or classroom suc-
cess-to regulation by higher authori-
ties. Frequently, teachers must re-
spond to administrative fiats that
merely reflect a knee-jerk reaction to
the latest crisis. Too often they must
follow rules and regulations that run
contrary to wisdom that can be ac-
quired only through classroom expe-
rience. They are told what and how to
teach and what materials to use

In spite of this, most teachers try to
do what experience and good sense
tell them is best for students. Thus
they practice selective obedience and
sometimes outright resistance. Other
teachers, who are perhaps less secure,
try to implement curriculum or teach-
ing strategies that are handed down to
them even though they know that the
strategies are fatilly flawed.

Evidence of School Failure
The impaired nature of the present
structure has become increasingly ap-
parent to the American Federation of
Teachers. We know it is not good for
teachers or administrators, and it is
certainly not good for education. It is
difficult for even the most enlightened
school administrators to enable teach-
ers to function as full professionals.
The evidence is seen in the massive

defections of women and men from
the teaching ranks and heard in the
criticisms of those who remain. It is
evident in the staggering dropout and
failure rates among students, particu-
larly among those who are disadvan-
taged. And it is evident in the low
performance-compared with their
counterparts in other developed na-
tions-of average and even gifted
Amnerican students. It is time to devel-
op a more rational system of school
governance.

A number of studies over the years
have asked teachers to indicate their
chief re,Jurce for professional advice.
Consistently, the largest number
choose their teacher colleagues over
supervisors or outside specialists.
What this shows is that teachers have
faith in themselves and in the experi-
ence they and their colleagues have
gained in the classroom. Yet, because
of our top-down, factory-like manage-
ment system, this experiential re-
source remains almost entirely un-
tapped.

Learning from Teachers
In The Schools We Deserve (1985),
Diane Ravitch observes that "educa-
tional reform movements have taken
teachers for granted and treated them
as classroom furniture rather than as
thinking, possibly disputatious human
beings" (p. 19). This blindness, she
charges, is at the root of many of the
ill-conceived panaceas of the past.

Fortunately, there are signs that a
different attitude is beginning to take
hold. Not long ago, after a conference
with a group of teachers, New Jersey
Governor Tom Kean said, 'What I
learned today was that I was right. The
way to make schools better is to ask
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the teachers." School systems like
those in Toledo, Ohio, and Dade
County, Florida, have worked out
agreements with teachers' organiza-
tions to give their members a greater
voice in various decision-making pro-
cesses. And a number of high schools
around the country, inspired by Theo-
dore Sizer's Horaces Compromise,
have joined with Brown University in
the Coalition of Essential Schools to
work out wavs to allow teachers to
map out their own approaches to
learning.

Obviously I am a strong advocate of
increased teacher responsibility and
authority! I recognize, nevertheless,
that simply to say, "Turn the schools
over to the teachers," and leave it at
that would be irresponsible. More-
over, demographic projections show
that half of today's teachers will be
gone by the end of the decade. Many
will have retired; others will have
bailed out and moved into other ca-
reers. We have a massive recruitment
task ahead of us, so we had better
make certain that we can attract the
kind of candidates who can handle
professional responsibility and author-
ity. The next generation of teachers
will have to come from among the
most highly qualified of our college
graduates. To fulfill our schools' mis-
sion, we need a staff superior to any
we have had before.

Developing Teaching
Professionals
It is essential that teachers have the
opportunity to become full profes-
sionals, with the same challenges, re-
sponsibilities, and rewards as other
professionals in our society. In the
words of A Nation Prepared (1986):

"Professionals are presumed to know
what they are doing, and are paid to
exercise their judgment." American
education needs that knowledge and
judgment.

A Nation Prepared recognizes that
there is no one way to lead schools.
But the new breed of teacher it envi-
sions-a highly skilled, board-certified
professional-clearly must have a de-
cisive voice in the areas of his or her
expertise. The old top-down manage-
ment system and the new teacher-
professional are incompatible. ·

At the same time, it is unrealistic to
expect that teachers can achieve this
status, gain public confidence, and
command professional-level salaries
without a major overhaul of certifica-
tion standards. We need a rigorous,
national, nongovernment examina-
tion, comparable to those in other
professions. The test would demon-
strate that candidates have mastered
their subject areas and have wide

knowledge of the time-tested and
most recent developments in peda-
gogical techniques and theories. Cou-
pled with an extensive, supervised in-
ternship and residency, such an
examination would convince prospec-
tive candidates, as well as the public,
that teaching is a serious, challenging
profession.

The public interest will be served
only when we recognize the folly of
trying to turn schools around without
significant involvement of teachers. [
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