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T h ose  W h o  U n d erstan d : A C o n c e p t io n  o f  T eacher  K n o w led g e  8
By Lee S. Shulman
In recent years, education research and teacher evaluation have focused 
on the process and techniques o f teaching, while generally neglecting 
questions concerning knowledge o f subject matter. In calling fo r  a 
renewed emphasis on content knowledge, the author analyzes ju st what 
it means to know something so well that one can teach it.

Forces T hat U n d erm ine  Re fo r m : A T eacher’s P erspective 
A Review by Adam Urbanski
A new book — A Teacher’s Diary — gives a vivid and distressing 
account o f the problems in an urban high school.
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O ver-P rogram m ed  M aterials: T ak in g  th e  T eacher  O u t  o f  T ea ch in g  2 6
By A rthur W oodw ard
Rigid curricular materials leave little room fo r  the professional 
judgment, discretion, and decision making necessary fo r  effective 
teaching.

A  N a t io n  o f  Readers 3 2
A pboto essay celebrates the wisdom and delights to be discovered in 
reading.

C ould  T ex tbo oks B e B etter  W ritten  and  W ould  It  M ake a 
D ifference? 3 6
By Michael F. Graves and Wayne H. Slater
Find out what happens when a team o f Time-life magazine editors 
turn their red pens loose on a history textbook.
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R ig h t s  a n d  Re sp o n sib il it ie s
To help promote a better understanding 
of the balance between rights and respon­
sibilities in a free society, a group of lead­
ing citizens and scholars, under the spon­
sorship of the Freedoms Foundation at 
Valley Forge, has drafted a Bill of Responsi­
bilities.

The Bill, which briefly describes a set of 
ten citizen responsibilities, is intended to 
serve as a catalyst, encouraging a broad 
public discussion of the concept of rights 
and responsibilities in canon. Because it is 
especially im portant to involve young 
peop le  in this discussion, Freedom s 
Foundation is making 11" x 16" posters 
of the bill available at no charge to teach­
ers. To obtain your copy write: Bill of 
Responsibilities, Freedoms Foundation, 
P.O. Box 706, Valley Forge, PA 19481.

Teachers can also help the foundation 
in developing companion and teaching 
materials to accompany this bill by send­

ing their ideas on classroom uses for the 
Bill of Responsibilities to: John Barth, 
Freedoms Foundation, Suite 401, 1701 K 
Street, N.W., Washington DC 20006.

L e t t e r s
We w elcom e com m ents 
on  A m erican  E du ca to r  
articles. Address 
letters to: Editor, 
American Educator,
555 New Jersey Ave., 
N.W., W ashington, D.C. 
20001. Letters selected  
may be edited for 
space and clarity.

Sh a r e  th e  W e a l t h
A nationwide search is on for exemplary education practices in 
the teaching of math and science, grades K-8. All nominated 
practices will be published in a national directory and made 
available to teachers and administrators. Based on evidence of 
their effectiveness and their innovative contributions to science 
and mathematics education, the best techniques and programs 
will then be chosen to be the subject of more intensive case 
studies.

The project is sponsored by the National Science Foundation in 
cooperation with the National Council of Teachers of Mathemat­
ics, the National Science Teachers Association, the National Asso­
ciation of Secondary School Principals, and the American Associa­
tion of School Administrators.

To share with your colleagues the best of what you do, request 
a nomination form by writing to Herman R. Goldberg, AASA, 1801 
N. Moore St., Arlington, Va. 22209-
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WE DO A LOT FOR OUR 
CONTINUING EDUCATION STUDENTS BECAUSE 

THEY DO SO MUCH FOR US.
Young people who are doing all they 

can for our country deserve the opportunity to 
do all they can for themselves.

That’s what ACES is all about. The Army 
Continuing Education System offers a variety 
of programs through which soldiers can get 
tuition assistance, credit for independent study, 
management and vocational training, even 
the opportunity to learn foreign languages.

It all starts with the counseling every sol- 
dier receives soon after joining the Army. At the 
Army Education Center on post, soldiers learn 
about ACES programs and determine which 
are best suited for their educational and career 
goals. ACES counselors are available to advise

soldiers throughout their Army careers.
Your students can work toward college 

degrees while they’re in the Army. Through 
ACES, they can take college courses right on 
post or at a nearby campus. Soldiers may enroll 
in programs that will enable them to transfer 
college credits back to “home schools” if they 
are transferred. These programs can lead to 
vocational/technical certificates, and Associate, 
Baccalaureate and Masters degrees.

Your students can find out more about 
ACES from their local Army Recruiter, who’s 
listed in the Yellow Pages. Experience has taught 
us that the more our soldiers can learn, the 
better it makes the Army.

ARMY. BE ALLYOU CAN BE.



LETTERS
S elf-Esteem  an d  L earn in g

I just read Barbara Lerner’s article in 
th e  A m e r ic a n  E d u c a to r  ( “Self- 
Esteem and Excellence: The Choice 
and the Paradox,” Winter 1985) and 
want to thank her for having written 
such an enlightened and enlighten­
ing piece.

I was raised  and educated  in 
Europe, and indeed nobody ever 
considered whether my self-esteem 
was properly nurtured or not! How­
ever, I grew up and acquired an edu­
cation and a lot of “earned self­
esteem” in the process. So did every­
one around me.

I m ust say, though, that I was 
seduced at first by the novel ap­
p ro a c h  p re v a le n t in A m erican  
elementary schools when my five 
children were small, especially since 
my oldest son had great difficulties 
in school.

It was only later that, as a m other 
and as a teacher, I measured the dam­
age done by the absence of the self- 
critical stance Binet talks about.

I cannot emphasize enough the 
deep resonance Ms. Lerner’s article 
found in me. She analyzes and ex­
presses so well something I could 
never put into words.

I even sen t the article  to my 
school superintendent who, 1 hope, 
will make it the philosophical basis 
of discussion for our newly formed 
committee on excellence.

— S im o n e  O l m s t e d  

F r e n c h  a n d  L a t i n  T e a c h e r  

Mount Vernon High School 
Mount Vernon, NY

My deepest gratitude goes to Bar­
bara Lerner for challenging the 
assumptions in current education 
about the self-esteem of children. I 
hope her work will be taken very 
seriously by educators, who have a 
long way to go to bring self-esteem 
back to its proper place in education.

During the last five years (of eight­
e e n )  I have been  aw are of the 
destructive effects of feel good edu­
cation, effects that are accumulated 
and intensified by the time students 
reach high school. Unwillingness to

w ork hard, see projects through, 
perform independently, and refusal 
to meet the rest of the world are 
some of the manifestations of stu­
dents who really believe they can’t.

Natahanial Branden, in his Psy­
chology o f  Self-Esteem, states that 
self-esteem is attained when a per­
son learns to be honest with oneself. 
Deceptions about a student’s per­
formance, for the sake of feel-good- 
now, are lies that could actually 
undermine the development of self­
esteem. I believe they do.

The g rea tes t m om ents in my 
teaching career have come when 
students who thought they could 
not do something found out they 
could. The pride they had in them­
selves is one cornerstone of self­
esteem. To have faith that a student 
is capable is an act of respect, 
another cornerstone of self-esteem.

Public schools should never be a 
place where the satisfying of egos is 
the primary goal. As Ms. Lerner pro­
claims, two decades of such a philos­
ophy have proven its foolishness. 
Schools m ust be a place for real 
achievement. Midway between the 
self-absorption of young egos and 
the familiarity of the surroundings of 
early life, schools can be a place for 
the challenging breadth of potential­
ly wonderful experiences possible 
for all humans.

— M y r l M .  B is h o p  

S c ie n c e  T e a c h e r  

Port Aransas High School 
Port Aransas, IX

In recent years I have been amazed 
at the num erous freshm en w ho 
claim that they have always been ex­
cellen t students of mathematics, 
who say they got straight A’s in their 
high school math classes, and who 
nevertheless are unable to cope with 
any but the simplest of mathematical 
concepts. Barbara Lerner’s article on 
the m isguided “self-esteem -now” 
theory of education has enlightened 
me somewhat as to the cause of this 
unfortunate phenomenon. College 
instructors who have taught in for­
e ign  c o u n tr ie s  are even  m ore 
amazed and appalled than I at the

current intellectual level of Amer­
ican students. I urge all American 
high schools to p lease  establish 
reasonable academic standards. As 
for self-esteem, conversations with 
those who are or were employed in 
public school classrooms indicate to 
me that the self-esteem most in need 
of bolstering is that of the teachers.

— F o r r e s t  D r i s t y  

P r o f e s s o r  o f  M a t h e m a t i c s  

State University o f New York 
Oswego, NY

Barbara Lerner asks us to conclude 
that our education system is failing 
and that the reason is because teach­
ers do not demand that their stu­
dents “earn” their self-esteem.

As a psychologist, lawyer, and 
corporation president, Ms. Lerner 
should be aware that the schools do 
not lead the society in which they 
function, but rather reflect its wants 
and desires.

If, during the past two decades, 
our schools have deteriorated, then 
the reason is because our society has 
likewise deteriorated. If assassina­
tions of political leaders, involve­
ment in an unpopular and costly war, 
the resignation of a discredited pres­
ident, rampant inflation, racism, col­
lapse of our inner cities, and wide­
spread poverty could be considered 
signs of a failing society, then it 
should be of little surprise that the 
quality of education has also deterio­
rated.

Ms. L erner says th a t the  old 
th e o r ie s  of ch ild  d ev e lo p m en t 
(Binet, Freud) tell us that “feel-good- 
now self-esteem, at hom e and at 
school, will not produce happiness. 
It will produce restlessness and dis­
satisfaction, a constant hunger to get 
more for less, and a life organized in 
search of it.”

Has Ms. Lerner looked at society 
lately, or only at our schools? We are 
a society devoted to getting more for 
less. The quality of our products de­
cline in direct proportion to the in­
crease in their prices. Our society, 
for better or worse, is organized 
around the profit motive. Our peo- 

(Continued on page 48)
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THIS IS HOU) TOPAV'S KIPS 
STAY HEALTHY.

In fact, our kids’ health is declining.
The real problem is that most kids don’t know 

how to stay healthy. They have poor habits in every 
way—physically, mentally, emotionally, and socially.

School programs attacking individual prob­
lems may help but just aren’t enough, so...

Metropolitan Life Foundation 
announces “Healthy Me.”

“Healthy Me” is a multi-million dollar initiative, 
the first ever developed by the private sector to

encourage comprehensive health education pro­
grams by schools and communities.

Cash awards are offered by Metropolitan Life 
Foundation to schools with exemplary programs and 
to community groups that actively promote them.

For more information contact “Healthy Me,” 
Health and Safety Education (16UV), One Madison 
Avenue, New York, NY 10010-3690.

These are our kids and they’re our future. 
What could be more important?

Metropolitan
Life Foundation



NOW  THE TANDY® 
MODEL 4D INCLUDES 
DESKMATE 6-IN-1
C A E T U I H  D E  Plus Two Built-In Double-Sided 

I  W V n lm E  Disk Drives for 736K of Storage

Menu of Files in 
Six Different 
Applications

Quick Relerence 
o* Commands

Appointment 
Calendar and 
Event Feminder

Monthly Calendar with 
Current Date Highlighted



THE ALL-IN-ONE 
DESKTOP COMPUTER

The Model 4D (26-1070, 
$1199) is the perfect computer 
for students, teachers, coun­
selors and administrators. It 
has the power and flexibility to 
meet all your educational pro­
gramming needs. And it even 
comes with its own DeskMate® 
software on diskette.

In the classroom, DeskMate 
is a wonderful tool to intro­
duce students to computer 
applications. But that’s not 
all—DeskMate can also be 
put to work in the school of­
fice on important administra­
tive tasks.
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WORKSHEET Lets You Set Up a Budget
and Ask “ What I f . . . ?’’ Questions

SIX APPLICATIONS AT 
YO U R  FINGERTIPS

DeskMate applications fea­
ture simple control-key com­
mands that are easy to learn 
and use. The Main Menu dis­
plays a calendar, an appoint­
ment schedule and a com­
plete list of files. Familiarity 
with these DeskMate applica­
tions can help prepare stu­
dents for their later careers.
TEXT. Word processing is 
made simple with this pro­
gram. Control-key editing 
features make it easy to 
compose and edit text right 
on the screen. Then you may 
print correction-free copies 
as often as you wish with an 
optional printer.
WORKSHEET. This elec­
tronic spreadsheet program

features “ plain-English” 
entries to make complex 
calculations instantly View 
countless “What i f . . .?” situ­
ations in seconds. It’s perfect 
for calculating and recalcu­
lating budget projections.
FILER. Students and school 
staff can create data files to 
meet their particular needs. 
Store names and addresses, 
research notes, inventory lists 
and more. You can sort re­
cords by one or more fields 
and print records in any order 
you wish.
TELECOM. By adding a 
telephone modem, you can 
communicate with a host 
computer, an information ser­
vice or another terminal. Infor­
mation you receive can be 
printed or stored on diskette. 
You can also send files to 
other computers. TELECOM 
will even dial the phone num­
ber of anyone listed in 
FILER—automatically.
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TEXT Processing Lets You Compose 
and Edit Letters and Reports

CALENDAR. Set up an
agenda for a month, as well 
as your daily appointment cal­
endar. Finding, adding, and 
deleting events is easy. And 
you can also place events in 
an alarm file that will sound 
an alarm through the Model 
4D’s built-in speaker to re­
mind you of appointments.
MAIL. This program lets you 
send and receive messages 
to and from other DeskMate 
users over the phone (tele­
phone modem required).

SELF CONTAINED 
A N D  EXPAN D AB LE

The Model 4D is an attrac­
tive, self-contained desktop 
unit with a 12", built-in 80 x 24 
display The 4D comes with 
64K of internal memory, ex­
pandable to 128K.

FILER Program Lets You Set Up 
a Handy Name-and-Address File

Model 4D is compatible 
with Tandy educational net­
work systems (Networks 2, 3 
and 4). A huge selection of 
educational software is al­
ready available because the 
Model 4D is compatible with 
the hundreds of educational 
software packages for Models 
III and 4.

For the name of the full­
time Educational Coordina­
tor in your area, call Radio 
Shack’s Education Division 
at 800-433-5682 toll-free. In 
Texas, call 800-772- 8538.

Radio /hack
T h e  T e c h n o l o g y  S t o r e "

A DIVISION OF TANDY CORPORATION

Send Me a Free 
Model 4D Brochure.

Mail To: Radio Shack, Dept. 86-A -252  
300 One Tandy Center, Ft. W orth, TX 76102

Address _

N a m e . 

School

City _ 

State  

T'

- Z i p .

Telephone _

I
I
I

I

Price applies at Radio Shack Computer Centers 
and at participating stores and dealers. DeskMate/ 
TM Tandy Corporation.



“With Aristotle we declare that the 
ultimate test of understanding 
rests on the ability to transform 
one’s knowledge into teaching.”



ThosE W ho  Understand: 
AG onceftion  

o f  TfeACHER Knowledge

B y  Lee S. Sh u l m a n

E WHO can, does. He who cannot, teaches.”
I don’t know in what fit of pique George Ber­

nard Shaw wrote that infamous aphorism, words that 
have plagued members of the teaching profession for 
nearly a century. It is found in “Maxims for Revolution­
ists,” an appendix to his play M an and Superman. “He 
who can, does. He who cannot, teaches” is a calamitous 
insult to our profession, yet it is one readily repeated 
even by teachers. More worrisome, its philosophy 
appears often to underlie the policies that arise around 
the occupation and activities of teaching.

Where did such a demeaning image of the teacher’s 
capacities originate? How long have we been burdened 
by assumptions of ignorance and ineptitude within the 
teaching corps? Is Shaw to be treated as the last word on 
what teachers know and don’t know, or do and can’t do?

We begin our inquiry into conceptions of teacher 
knowledge with the tests for teachers that were used in 
this country during the last century at state and county 
levels. Among the most fascinating archives in which to 
delve are the annual reports of state superintendents of 
education from over a century ago, in which we find

Lee Shulm an is professor o f  education a t Stanford  
University and  p a s t president o f  the American Educa­
tional Research Association. He was previously profes­
sor o f  educational psychology and  o f  medical educa­
tion and  co-director o f  the Institute fo r  Research on 
Teaching a t M ichigan State University. This article is 
based upon his presidentia l address to the AERA, 
which was given a t its April 1985 conference in Chica­
go, Illinois. The fu l l  text can be fo u n d  in the February 
1986 issue o f  Educational Researcher.

copies of tests for teachers used in licensing candidates 
at the county level. By looking at these tests, we can get 
a clear idea of how teacher knowledge was defined. 
Moreover, we can compare those conceptions with 
their analogues today.

I have examined tests from states that stretch across 
the country: Massachusetts, Michigan, Nebraska, Col­
orado, and California. Let us take as a representative 
example the California State Board examination for 
elementary school teachers from March 1875. First, 
let’s examine the categories the examination covered:

1. Written Arithmetic
2. Mental Arithmetic
3. Written Grammar
4. Oral Grammar
5. Geography
6. History of the United States
7. Theory and Practice of Teaching
8. Algebra
9. Physiology

10. Natural Philosophy (Physics)
11. Constitution of the United States and California
12. School Law of California 
13- Penmanship
14. Natural History (Biology)
15. Composition
16. Reading
17. Orthography
18. Defining (Word Analysis and Vocabulary)
19. Vocal Music
20. Industrial Drawing.
The total number of points possible on this day-long 
essay examination was 1,000. The examiners were in­
structed not only to score for the correctness of re­
sponses, but also to deduct points for errors of composi­
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tion, grammar, or spelling.
What kinds of questions were asked on the examina­

tion? We shall review a smattering from several of the 
categories.

•  Find the cost of a draft on New York for Sl,400 
payable sixty days after sight, exchange being worth 
1021/2 percent and interest being reckoned at a rate of 7 
percent per annum. [Written Arithmetic, one of ten 
items]

•  D ivide 8 8  in to  tw o  such  p arts  tha t shall be  to  each  
o th e r  as 2/3 is to  4/5. [M ental A rithm etic, o n e  o f te n  
item s]

•  When should the reciprocal pronouns one another 
and each other be used? the correlative conjunctions so 
. . .  as and as . . .  as?

•  Name and illustrate five forms of conjugation. Name 
and give four ways in which the nominative case may be 
used. [Grammar, two of ten items]

•  Define specific gravity. Why may heavy stones be 
lifted in water when on land they can scarcely be 
moved?

•  What is adhesion? What is capillary attraction? Illus­
trate each. [Natural Philosophy, two of ten items]

•  Name five powers vested in Congress.
Lest you think that all of the items on the 1875 

California Teachers Examination dealt with subject 
m atter alone, rest assured that there is a category for 
pedagogical practice. However, only 50 out of the total
1,000 possible points are given over to the ten-item 
subtest on theory and practice of teaching. Examples of 
those items are as follows:

•  What course would you pursue to keep up with the 
progress in teaching?

•  How do you succeed in teaching children to spell 
correctly the words commonly misspelled?

•  How do you interest lazy and careless pupils? 
Answer in full [!].

All the tests I have found from that period follow the 
same pattern. Ninety to ninety-five percent of the test is 
on the content, the subject matter to be taught, or at 
least on the knowledge base assumed to be needed by 
teachers, whether or not it is taught directly. Thus, 
aspects of physiology are apparently deemed necessary 
because of the expectation that teachers understand the 
biological functioning of their pupils.

The assumptions underlying these early tests are 
clear. The person who presumes to teach subject matter 
to children must demonstrate knowledge of that sub­
ject m atter as a prerequisite to teaching. Although 
knowledge of the theories and methods of teaching is 
important, it plays a decidedly secondary role in the 
qualifications of a teacher.

THE EMPHASIS on the subject matter to be taught 
stands in sharp contrast to the emerging policies of 
the 1980s with respect to the evaluation or testing of 

teachers. Nearly every state is reexamining its ap­
proaches to defining what teachers must know to be 
licensed and subsequently tenured. Many states have 
introduced mandatory examinations, but these do not 
typically map onto the content of the curriculum. They 
are tests of basic abilities to read, spell, calculate, and 
solve arithmetic problems. Often they are treated as 
prerequisites for entry into a teacher education pro-

Als w e com pare these [con tem porary  
criteria  f o r  evaluating teachers] to those 

o f  1875, the con trast is striking. Where 
d id  the subject m a tter go?

gram rather than as standards for defining eligibility to 
practice.

In most states, however, the evaluation of teachers 
emphasizes the assessment of capacity to teach. Such 
assessment is usually claimed to rest on a “research- 
based” conception of teacher effectiveness. I shall take 
as my example a list of such competencies prepared by a 
state that I briefly advised during its planning for a 
statewide system of teacher evaluation.

The following categories for teacher review and eval­
uation were proposed:
1. Organization in preparing and presenting instructional 

plans
2. Evaluation
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3. Recognition of individual differences
4. Cultural awareness
5. Understanding youth
6. Management
7. Educational policies and procedures.

As we compare these categories, which are quite 
similar to those emerging in other states, to those of 
1875, the contrast is striking. Where did the subject 
matter go? What happened to the content? Perhaps 
Shaw was correct. He accurately anticipated the stan­
dards for teaching in 1985. He who knows, does. He 
who cannot, but knows some teaching procedures, 
teaches.

Yet policymakers justify the heavy emphasis on pro­
cedures by referring to the emergent research base on 
teaching and teaching effectiveness. They regularly de­
fine and justify these categories by the extremely 
powerful phrase “research-based teacher competen­
cies.” In what sense can it be claimed that such a con­
ception of teaching competence is research based?

The designers of recent approaches to teacher evalu­
ation cite the impressive volume of research on teach­
ing effectiveness as the basis for their selection of do­
mains and standards. They base their categories and 
standards on a splendid and growing body of research 
on teaching, research classified under the rubrics of 
“teaching effectiveness,” “process-product studies,” or 
“teacher behavior” research. These studies were de­
signed to identify those patterns of teacher behavior 
that accounted for improved academic performance 
among pupils.

W hether by contrasting more effective with less 
effective teachers, or by conducting experiments in 
which teachers were trained to employ specific sets of 
teaching behaviors and monitoring the results for pupil 
achievement, this research program has yielded find­
ings on the forms of teacher behavior that most effec­
tively promote student learning. The work has been 
criticized from several perspectives, both technical and 
theoretical, but for our purposes I would consider the 
research program a thriving and successful one.

N EVERTHELESS, THE policymakers’ decision to 
base their approaches to teacher evaluation stand­
ards on this work demonstrates a failure to understand 

that there is an unavoidable constraint on any piece of 
research, in any discipline. To conduct a piece of re­
search, scholars must necessarily narrow their scope, 
focus their view, and formulate a question far narrower 
and less complex than the form in which the world 
presents itself in practice. This holds for any piece of 
research; there are no exceptions. It is certainly true of 
the corpus of research on teaching effectiveness that 
serves as the basis for these contemporary approaches 
to teacher evaluation. In their necessary simplification 
of the complexities of classroom teaching, investigators 
ignored one central aspect of classroom life: the content 
of instruction, the subject matter.

This omission characterized most other research par­
adigms in the study of teaching as well. Occasionally, 
subject matter entered into the research as a context 
variable, a control characteristic for subdividing data 
sets by content categories ( “When teaching fifth-grade 
mathematics, the following teacher behaviors were

correlated with outcomes. When teaching fifth-grade 
reading,. . . ”). But no one focused on the subject matter 
itself. No one asked how subject matter was trans­
formed from the knowledge of the teacher into the 
content of instruction. Nor did they ask how particular 
formulations of that content related to what students 
came to know or misconstrue (even though that ques­
tion had become the central query of cognitive research 
on learning).

My colleagues and I refer to the absence of focus on 
subject matter among the various research paradigms 
for the sudy of teaching as the “missing paradigm” prob­
lem. The consequences of this missing paradigm are 
serious, both for policy and for research.

Policymakers read the research on teaching literature 
and find it replete with references to direct instruction, 
time on task, wait time, ordered turns, lower-order 
questions, and the like. They find little or no references 
to subject matter, so the resulting standards or man­
dates lack any reference to content dimensions of teach­
ing. Similarly, even in the research community, the 
importance of content has been forgotten. Research 
programs that arose in response to the dominance of 
process-product work accepted that concept’s defini­
tion of the problem and continued to treat teaching 
more or less generically, or at least as if the content of 
instruction were relatively unimportant. Even those 
w ho studied teacher cognition—a decidedly non­
process/product perspective—investigated teacher 
planning or interactive decision making with little con­
cern for the organization of content knowledge in the 
minds of teachers.

W HY THIS sharp distinction between content and 
pedagogical process? W hether in the spirit of the 

1870s, when pedagogy was essentially ignored, or in the 
1980s, when content is conspicuously absent, has there 
always been a cleavage between the two? Has it always 
been asserted that one either knows content, and 
pedagogy is secondary and unimportant, or that one 
knows pedagogy, and is not held accountable for con­
tent?

I propose that we look back even further than those 
1875 tests for teachers and examine the history of the 
university as an institution to discern the sources for 
this distinction between content knowledge and peda­
gogical method.

In Ramus, M ethod and  the Decay o f  Dialogue, Father 
Walter Ong describes a world of teaching and learning 
in the medieval university, where instead of separating 
content and pedagogy (what is known from how to 
teach it), they were both part of one indistinguishable 
body of understanding.

To this day, the names we give our university degrees 
and the rituals we attach to them reflect those fun­
damental connections between knowing and teaching. 
For example, the highest degrees awarded in any uni­
versity are those of “master” or “doctor,” which were 
traditionally interchangeable. Both words have the 
same definition; they mean “teacher.” “Doctor” or “dot- 
tore” means teacher; it has the same root as “doctrine,” 
or teaching. Master, as in school master, also means 
teacher. Thus, the highest university degree enabled its 
recipient to be called a teacher.
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The basic structure of the doctoral examination — 
the final stage of demonstration that one possesses the 
necessary capacities for the highest university degree
— has remained constant from medieval times to this 
day in the form of the oral exam. The purpose of the 
examination is to demonstrate that the candidate pos­
sesses the highest levels of subject matter competence 
in the domain for which the degree is awarded. How did 
one dem onstrate such understanding in medieval 
times? Through demonstrating the ability to teach the 
subject. Here is Ong’s description:

Arrived at the cathedral, the licentiate delivered a 
speech and read a thesis on some point of law, which he 
defended against opponents who were selected from 
among the students, the candidates thus playing for the 
first time the part of a doctor in a university disputation.

Consider the still current form of the oral exam. First, 
the candidate presents a brief oral exposition of the 
thesis. He then defends the thesis in dialogue with the 
examiners. These parallel the two modes of teaching: 
the lecture and the disputation. The oral examination is 
the ultimate test of subject matter expertise; it ex­
amines the candidate’s ability to teach the subject by 
employing the dual methods of lecture and discussion.

The universities were, therefore, much like normal 
schools: institutions for preparing that most prestigious 
of professionals, the highest level of scholar, the teach­
er. The tradition of treating teaching as the highest 
demonstration of scholarship was derived from the 
writings of a far greater authority than George Bernard 
Shaw. Aristotle, whose works formed the heart of the 
medieval curriculum, made the following observations 
in his Metaphysics:

We regard master-craftsmen as superior not merely 
because they have a grasp of theory and know  the 
reasons for acting as they do. Broadly speaking, what 
distinguishes the man who knows from the ignorant 
man is an ability to teach, and this is why we hold that 
art and not experience has the character of genuine 
knowledge (episteme)—namely, that artists can teach 
and others (i.e., those who have not acquired an art by 
study but have merely picked up some skill empirically) 
cannot.

We thus find in Aristotle a very different view of the 
relationship between knowing and teaching than we 
find in either Shaw or in the criteria for certification and 
licensure in some of our sovereign states. Moreover, 
identification of teaching competence with pedagogy 
alone was not even commonplace during Shaw’s time. A 
century ago the defining characteristic of pedagogical 
accomplishment was knowledge of content.

THE PENDULUM has now swung, both in research 
and in policy circles. Reading the literature of re­
search on teaching reveals that central questions have 

gone unasked. The emphasis is upon how teachers man­
age their classrooms, organize its activities, allocate 
time and turns, structure assignments, ascribe praise 
and blame, formulate the levels of their questions, plan 
lessons, and judge general student understanding. 

What we miss are questions about the content of the

We thus expect that the subject m atter  
understandin g  o f  the teacher be a t  least 

equ a l to tha t o f  his lay colleague, the 
m ere subject m a tter m ajor.

lessons taught, the questions asked, the explanations 
offered. From the perspectives of teacher development 
and teacher education, a host of questions arise. Where 
do teacher explanations come from? How do teachers 
decide what to teach, how to represent it, how to ques­
tion students regarding it, and how to deal with prob­
lems of misunderstanding? The cognitive psychology of 
learning has focused almost exclusively on such ques­
tions in recent years, but strictly from the perspective of 
learners. Research on teaching has tended to ignore 
those issues with respect to teachers. My colleagues and 
I are attempting to redress this imbalance through our 
research program, “Knowledge Growth in Teaching.”

What are the sources of teacher knowledge? What 
does a teacher know and when did he come to know it? 
How is new knowledge acquired, old knowledge re­
trieved, and both combined to form a new knowledge 
base?

What are the sources of analogies, metaphors, ex­
amples, demonstrations, rephrasings? How does the
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novice teacher (o r even the seasoned veteran) draw 
upon expertise in the subject matter in the process of 
teaching? And what pedagogical prices are paid when 
the teacher’s subject matter competence is itself com­
promised by deficiencies of prior education or ability?

Our work does not intend to denigrate the import­
ance of pedagogical understanding or skill in the devel­
opment of a teacher, or in enhancing the effectiveness 
of instruction. Mere content knowledge is likely to be as 
useless pedagogically as content-free skill. But to blend 
properly the two aspects of a teacher’s capacities re­
quires that we pay as much attention to the content 
aspects of teaching as we have recently devoted to the 
elements of teaching process.

A S WE have begun to probe into the complexities of 
teacher understanding and transmission of content 

knowledge, the need for a more coherent theoretical 
framework has become rapidly apparent. What are the 
domains and categories of content knowledge in the 
minds of teachers? How, for example, are content 
knowledge and general pedagogical knowledge related? 
What are the forms in which these domains and categor­
ies of knowledge are represented in the minds of teach­
ers? What are promising ways of enhancing acquisition 
and development of such knowledge? Because I see 
these as among the central questions for disciplined 
inquiry into teacher education, I will now turn to a 
discussion of some ways of thinking about one particu­
lar domain, content knowledge in teaching, and some of 
the categories within it.

How might we think about the knowledge that grows 
in the minds of teachers, with special emphasis on con­
tent? I suggest we distinguish among three categories of 
content knowledge:

•  Subject-matter content knowledge
•  Subject-matter pedagogical knowledge
•  Curricular knowledge.
Subject-matter content know ledge. This refers to 

the amount and organization of knowledge perse  in the 
mind of the teacher. To think properly about content 
knowledge requires that we go beyond knowledge of 
the facts or concepts of a domain. It requires under­
standing the structures of the subject matter in the 
manner defined by such scholars as Joseph Schwab.

For Schwab, the structures of a subject include both 
the substantive and the syntactic structures. The sub­
stantive structures are the variety of ways in which the 
basic concepts and principles of the discipline are orga­
nized to incorporate its facts. The syntactic structure of 
a discipline is the set of ways in which truth or false­
hood, validity or invalidity are established. When there 
exist competing claims regarding a given phenomenon, 
the syntax of a discipline provides the rules for 
determining which claim has greater warrant. A syntax 
is like a grammar. It is the set of rules for determining 
what it is legitimate to say in a disciplinary domain and 
what “breaks” the rules.

Teachers must not only be capable of telling students 
what are the accepted truths in a domain. They must be 
able to explain why a particular proposition is deemed 
warranted, why it is worth knowing, and how it relates 
to other propositions, both within the discipline and 
without, both theoretical and practical. Thus, the biolo­
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gy teacher must understand that there are a variety of 
ways of organizing the discipline. Depending on the 
particular series of one’s biology text, biology may be 
formulated as a science of molecules from which one 
aggregates up to the rest of the field, explaining living 
phenomena in terms of the principles of their con­
stituent parts; or as a science of ecological systems from 
which one disaggregates down to the smaller units, 
explaining the activities of individual units by virtue of 
the larger systems of which they are a part; or as a 
science of biological organisms, those most familiar of 
analytic units, from whose familiar structures and func­
tions and their interactions one weaves a theory of 
adaptation. The well-prepared biology teacher will rec­
ognize these and other alternative forms of organization 
and the pedagogical grounds for selecting one under 
some circumstances and others for other purposes.

The same teacher will also understand the syntax of 
biology. When competing claims are offered regarding 
the same biological phenomenon, how has the con­
troversy been adjudicated? How might similar con­
troversies be adjudicated in our own day?

We thus expect that the subject matter understand­
ing of the teacher be at least equal to that of his lay 
colleague, the mere subject matter major. The teacher 
need not only understand that something is so; he must 
further understand why it is so, on what grounds its 
warrant can be asserted, and under what circumstances 
our belief in its justification can be weakened and even 
denied. Moreover, we expect him to understand why a 
given topic is particularly central to a discipline while 
another may be somewhat peripheral. This will be im­
portant in subsequent pedagogical judgments regarding 
relative curricular emphasis.

Subject-m atter pedagogical k n ow led ge. This 
second type of knowledge goes beyond knowledge of 
subject matter perse  to the dimension of subject matter 
knowledge fo r  teaching. I still speak of content knowl­
edge here, but of that particular form of content knowl­
edge that embodies those aspects of content most ger­
mane to its teachability. (There is also pedagogical 
know ledge of teaching— as d istinct from subject 
matter—which is also terribly important, but not the 
object of discussion in this paper. This is the knowledge 
of generic principles of classroom organization and 
management and the like that has quite appropriately 
been the focus of study in most recent research on 
teaching. I have no desire to diminish its importance. I 
am simply attempting to place needed emphasis upon 
the hitherto ignored facets of content knowledge.)

Within the category of subject-matter pedagogical 
knowledge I include, for the most regularly taught 
topics in one’s subject area, the most useful forms of 
representation of those ideas, the most powerful analo- 
g ie s , i l l u s t r a t io n s ,  e x a m p le s , e x p la n a t io n s ,  
demonstrations—in a word, the ways of representing 
and formulating the subject that make it comprehensi­
ble to others. Since there are no single most powerful 
forms of representation, the teacher must have at his 
disposal a veritable armamentarium of alternative forms 
of representation, some deriving from research while 
others have their origins in the wisdom of practice.

Subject-matter pedagogical knowledge also includes 
an understanding of what makes the learning of specific
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top ics easy or difficult, of the  concep tions and 
preconceptions that students of different ages and back­
grounds bring with them to the learning of those most 
frequently taught topics and lessons. And if those 
preconceptions are misconceptions, which they so 
often are, teachers need knowledge of those strategies 
most likely to be fruitful in reorganizing the understand­
ing of learners, since those learners are unlikely to 
appear before us as blank slates. Here research on teach­
ing and on learning coincide most closely. The study of 
student misconceptions and their influence on sub­
sequent learning has been among the most fertile topics 
for cognitive research. We are gathering an ever­
growing body of knowledge of the misconceptions of 
students and on the instructional conditions necessary 
to overcome and transform those initial conceptions. 
Such research-based knowledge needs to be included at 
the heart of our definition of needed pedagogical 
knowledge.

Curricular know ledge. If we are regularly remiss in 
not teaching subject matter pedagogical knowledge to 
our students in teacher education programs, we are 
even more delinquent with respect to the third cate­
gory of content knowledge, curricular knowledge. The 
curriculum is represented by the full range of programs 
designed for the teaching of particular subjects and 
topics at a given level, the variety of instructional mate­
rials available in relation to those programs, and the set 
of characteristics that serve as both the indications and 
contraindications for the use of particular curriculum 
or program materials in particular circumstances. The 
curriculum and its associated materials are the materia 
medica of pedagogy, the pharmacopeia from which the 
teacher draws those tools of teaching that present or 
exemplify particular content, and remediate or evaluate 
the adequacy of student accomplishments. We expect 
the mature physician to understand the full range of 
treatments available to ameliorate a given disorder, and 
the range of alternatives for particular circumstances of 
sensitivity, cost, interaction with other interventions, 
convenience, safety, or comfort. Similarly, we ought to 
expect that the mature teacher possesses similar under­
standings with respect to the curricular alternatives 
available for instruction.

How many individuals whom we prepare for teaching 
biology, for example, understand well the materials for 
that instruction, the alternative texts, software, pro­
grams, visual materials, single-concept films, laboratory 
demonstrations, or “invitations to enquiry”? Would we 
trust a physician who did not really understand the 
alternative ways of dealing with categories of infectious 
disease, but who knew only one way?

In addition to the knowledge of alternative curricu­
lum materials for a given subject or topic within a grade, 
there are two additional aspects of curricular knowl­
edge. I would expect a professional teacher to be famil­
iar with the curriculum materials under study by his or 
her students in other subjects they are studying at the 
same time. This lateral curriculum knowledge (appro­
priate in particular to the work of junior and senior high 
school teachers) underlies the teacher’s ability to relate 
the content of a given course or lesson to topics or 
issues being discussed simultaneously in other classes. 
The vertical equivalent of that curriculum knowledge is
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familiarity with the topics and issues that have been and 
will be taught to these students in the same subject area 
during the preceding and later years in school, and the 
materials that embody them.

A CONCEPTUAL analysis of knowledge for teachers 
would necessarily be based on a framework for 

classifying both the domains and categories of teacher 
knowledge, on the one hand, and the forms for repre­
senting that knowledge, on the other. Following the 
pattern of “threes,” I would like to sugggest three forms 
of teacher knowledge: propositional knowledge, case 
knowledge, and strategic knowledge. Recall that these 
are “forms” in which each of the general domains or 
particular categories of knowledge discussed above— 
content, pedagogy, curriculum—may be organized.

Much of what is taught to teachers is in the form of 
propositions. When we examine the research on teach­
ing and learning and explore its implications for prac­
tice, w e are typically (and  p ro p erly ) exam ining 
propositions. When we ask about the wisdom of prac­
tice, the accumulated lore of teaching experience, we 
tend to find such knowledge stored in the form of 
propositions as well. The research-based principles of 
active teaching, of reading for comprehension, of effec­
tive schools, are stated as lists of propositions. The 
experience-based recommendations of planning five- 
step lesson plans, of never smiling until Christmas, of 
organizing three reading groups, are posed as sets of 
p ropositions. In fact, although we often p resen t 
propositions one at a time, we recognize that they are 
better understood if they are organized in some cohe­
ren t form, lodged in a conceptual or theoretical 
framework that is generative or regenerative. O ther­
wise they become terribly difficult to recall or retrieve.

The representation of knowledge in the form of 
propositions has both a distinct advantage and a signifi­
cant liability. Propositions are remarkably economical 
in form, containing and simplifying a great deal of com­
plexity. The weakness of propositions is two-fold. First, 
they become very hard to remember, especially as they 
aggregate into long lists. This is where theoretical 
frameworks as intellectual scaffoldings becom e in­
dispensable. Second, they gain their economy precisely 
because they are decontextualized, stripped down to 
their essentials, devoid of detail, of emotion, of ambi­
ence. Yet, to be remembered and then wisely used, it is 
precisely the detail and the context that may be needed. 
While principles are powerful, they are not particularly 
memorable, rendering them a problem to apply in par­
ticular circumstances. H ow  does a teacher apply, for 
example, the principle “check for understanding,” 
certainly among the most important in the direct in­
struction and the active teaching research bases? For 
these reasons, I am proposing that we look seriously at 
the usefulness of a second type of knowledge, a neces­
sary complement to knowledge of propositions, case 
knowledge.

THE ROOTS of the “case m ethod” in the teaching of 
law in this country, certainly the best known ap­
proach to employing cases as vehicles for professional 

education, lay in their value for grasping theory, not 
practice. Christopher Columbus Langdell became Dean
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Case know ledge is know ledge o f  specific, 
w ell-docum ented, richly a n d  thickly 

described  events.

of the Harvard University Law School in 1870, and was 
responsible for advancing the case method of legal edu­
cation. His rationale for employing this method was not 
its value as a way of teaching methods or approaches to 
practice. He believed that if practice were the essence 
of law, it had no place in a university. Instead, he advo­
cated the case method of legal education because of its 
effectiveness in teaching law as science, in teaching 
legal theory through cases.

A case, properly understood, is not simply the report 
of an event or incident, an anecdote. To call something a 
case is to make a theoretical claim, to argue that it is a 
“case of something,” to argue that it is an instance of a 
larger class. A red rash on the face is not a case of 
something until the observer has invoked his theoretic­
al knowledge of disease. A case of direct instruction or 
of higher-order questioning is similarly a theoretical 
assertion. I am therefore not arguing that the prepara­
tion of teachers be reduced to the most practical and 
concrete; rather, using the power of a case literature to

illuminate both the practical and the theoretical, I argue 
for development of a case literature whose organization 
and use will be profoundly and self-consciously theore­
tical.

Case knowledge is knowledge of specific, well- 
documented, richly and thickly described events. While 
cases themselves are reports of events or sequences of 
events, the knowledge they represent is what makes 
them cases. The cases may be examples of specific 
instances of practice, detailed descriptions of how an 
instructional event occurred, complete with particulars 
of contexts, thoughts, and feelings. On the other hand, 
they may be exemplars of principles, exemplifying in 
their detail a more abstract proposition or theoretical 
claim.

The identification of case knowledge, a case litera­
ture, and case-based teacher education as central ele­
ments in our discussions and inquiries produces a rich 
and vital agenda for research. What is involved in the 
elevation of an event into a case? How are cases aggre­
gated into case knowledge, or alternatively, how does 
knowledge of cases become case knowledge? How does 
one learn from and use cases in teaching? If the concep­
tion of prepositional knowledge is deductive, where 
applications are deduced from general propositions, 
how is the analogical reasoning from cases learned, 
practiced, and tuned? Can we learn from other dis­
ciplines or professions where analogical reasoning from 
cases is much more typical, such as law or architecture, 
how to conceive of and use case knowledge in educa­
tion? Why are cases memorable? Is it because they are 
organized as stories, reflecting the grammar of narrative 
forms of discourse, that makes them more readily 
stored, ordered, and retrieved than their expository or 
prepositional analogues?

As these questions are answered, we will begin to 
develop a more extensive case literature, as well as a 
pool of scholars and reflective practitioners capable of 
preparing and interpreting cases.*

THE PRINCIPLED skills of teaching and the well- 
studied cases must be brought together in the de­
velopment and formation of the third “form” of teacher 

knowledge, strategic pedagogical knowledge.
Both propositions and cases share the burden of un­

ilaterality, the deficiency of turning the reader or user 
toward a single, particular rule or practical way of see­
ing. Strategic knowledge comes into play as the teacher 
confronts particular situations or problems, whether 
theoretical, practical, or moral, where principles collide 
and no simple solution is possible. Strategic knowledge 
is developed when the lessons of single principles con- 

(Continued on page 43)

* I must also acknowledge some potential disadvantages of cases as 
sources of teacher knowledge. Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky 
(1982) have pointed out the potentially misleading character of 
cases. They refer to the memorable quality of vivid cases as signifi­
cant sources of bias in reasoning. Both availability and representa­
tiveness are characteristics of cases that make them readily retrieved 
from memory; they also bias the decision maker’s estimates of the 
frequency of their occurence. The important test of a case is its 
contrast with other cases and its examination in the light of princi­
ples. Such disciplined evaluation of cases can temper the inappropri­
ate inferences that might be drawn from cases without diminishing 
their other virtues.
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Forces Th o ' 
Underm ine Reform : 

AlfeACHERS 
P erspective

A  R e v ie w  by  A d am  U rbanski

Our Last Term: A Teacher’s Diary by Lucille G. Natkins 
(Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1985).

THE PLANE had already begun taxiing for takeoff 
when I noticed that it was heading back to the gate.

“Is there a problem?” I asked a flight attendant.
“Well,” she said, “the pilot doesn’t like the sound of 

the engine.”
“Does that mean w e’re going to change planes?” I 

inquired.
“No. We’re going to change pilots.”
I guess it’s a matter of perspective.
So, too, with education reform. The public became 

alarmed at the “sound” of all that ails public education, 
and so it decided that we must change the teachers. A 
deluge of reports, commissions, statutes, and studies 
proposed—and sometimes rapidly implemented—new 
regulations and higher standards for teachers.

And it’s neither surprising nor inappropriate that 
teachers became the focus of education reform efforts. 
While it is true that not all problems in education can be

Adam  Urbanski, a form er social studies teacher in 
Rochester, New York, is president o f  the Rochester 
Teachers Association and  a vice-president o f  the Am er­
ican Federation o f  Teachers.

fixed by merely fixing the teachers, they are central to 
the education process. Our profession is so troubled 
that, if not effectively addressed, we will soon be faced 
with a teacher shortage of unprecedented proportions. 
Bright young college graduates do not want to enter a 
“profession” that virtually guarantees isolation from 
one’s colleagues, is increasingly devoid of intrinsic re­
wards, and lacks most of the characteristics typical of a 
real profession. In fact, if one were to design a model of 
how no t to structure a profession, one need look no 
further than the current state of teaching. Consider the 
evidence:

•  Teachers learn their trade through sink-or-swim. 
New teachers serve no internship and get little help. As 
much is expected of them their first day on the job as is 
expected from a thirty-year veteran.

•  Teachers cannot be promoted except out of teach­
ing. Consequently, a teacher’s status, pay, and responsi­
bilities are not substantially different on retirement than 
on the day that teacher was hired.

•  P e d a g o g ic a l d e c is io n s  a re  m ade  by n o n ­
practitioners. The farther one escapes from the class­
room, it seems, the more right one has to dictate to 
those left behind.

•  Teachers are often evaluated and “assisted” by ad­
ministrators who can see that the window shades are all 
evenly drawn, but can rarely assess the teachers’ com­
petence or knowledge of subject matter.
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A LTHOUGH TEACHERS have been the focus of the 
attention, there has been little attention to their 

concerns as they see them from the front lines. Those 
w ho  know  best have been  co n su lted  the  least. 
Remarkably missing in virtually all the reports and stud­
ies has been the very important question: “What do the 
practitioners think?”

Lucille Natkins, a teacher of social studies in urban 
schools for nearly twenty-five years, helps to address 
that vacuum. She kept an earthy log of events in her 
school that yielded a well-written and vivid account 
entitled Our Last Term: A Teacher’s Diary [see excerpt, 
pages 20-21 ]. Diane Ravitch was impressed with this 
“relentlessly realistic and vivid portrait of life in an 
urban high school and of the forces that undermine 
good education.” Assistant Secretary of Education Ches­
ter E. Finn Jr. called the book “warmly sympathetic and 
chillingly foreboding.” I call it telling it like it is.

Natkins describes her high school’s downward slide 
from being “one of the best schools in the city, if not the 
country,” a place that was “routinely at or near the top of 
all the good academic lists” and where “aspiring teach­
ers, many of them former graduates, knocked down our 
doors,” to a place of disorder and violence, its once high 
standards gone, its teachers weary and demoralized. In 
depressing detail, with vivid character description and 
authentic and at times brutal dialogue, Natkins chroni­
cles the change. In so doing, she also airs the debate 
over the causes. And while she knows the roots lie 
beyond the control of the schools — problems that the 
overall society must deal with — she doesn’t use that as 
a reason for letting the decision makers in education off 
the hook. Wrong-headed policies, usually made by ad­
ministrators and judges too far removed to witness (or 
care about?) the consequences of their directives, in­
competent bureaucrats, and spineless principals have 
exacerbated and in some cases caused the situations she 
describes.

The author keeps anonymous the name of the city in 
which her school is located; in so doing, she implies that 
the problem s she describes are universal, that her 
school could be found in countless other large cities 
across the country.

The sim ila r ity  between the ep isodes in 
Our Last Term a n d  w hat I  reca lled  fro m  

p e rso n a l experience seem ed  eerie.

Our Last Term is not just another book in the long 
series of treatises on education reform. In fact, it’s an 
attempt to address that which the “experts” forgot. 
“Kozol and Kohl and Holt and those other bastards of 
the ’60s had all the answers__ ” Natkins quotes a col­
league, “but they don’t do it day in and day out.” Natkins 
does (teach) day in and day out, and in Our Last Term 
she tells the truth from the practitioner’s perspective. 
She chronicles the view of an insider.

So, what are the concerns of the classroom teacher? 
Sometimes they’re rather basic: “For the second week in 
a row, the women teachers’ bathrooms . . .  have been 
out of toilet paper,” writes Natkins. “Cathy brings wash- 
and-dries and says that she packs for school each day the 
same way she does when she visits a third-world coun­
try.” Teachers in Our Last Term became so discouraged 
with the “system” that many became cynical about it all, 
and still others, worse yet, lost hope that things could 
change. “Budget cuts continued,” Natkins writes, “and 
we grew accustomed to doing without. Without texts, 
without paper, without chalk and erasers, and without 
maps and globes. Without enough teachers. Our tele­
phone access was cut in half. It was easier to call a parent 
from home than to stand in line for a telephone. It was 
easier not to call parents at all.”

Sound familiar? Even Natkins’ examples of how 
devastating an impact inadequate conditions can have 
are not startling to most teachers. Indeed, about half­
way through Our Last Term I realized that it was taking 
me twice as long to read this book. Most teachers have a 
book inside them waiting to be written, and as I read 
Natkins’ stories and accounts of day-to-day life in her 
school, they triggered memories and caused me to nod 
knowingly. I suddenly remembered the funny things my 
students said seriously. One explained “stereotype” 
with the example “all Polacks are dumb just because 
most are.” Another insisted on partial credit for answer­
ing “monotony” to a question requiring “monogamy” as 
the correct answer. I remembered also the not so funny 
incidents: the occasional threats of violence; the virtual 
absence of manners and common courtesy; the creative 
excuses for laziness and irresponsible behavior; the 
high school senior who asked “Why d’ya flunk me? I 
didn’t do nothin.’”

The similarity between the episodes in Our Last Term 
and what I recalled from personal experience seemed 
eerie. “Arnie called this morning to ask for a lift to 
school,” Natkins writes, “because his car is still in the 
shop. Kids put a bag of sugar into the gas tank last term 
and apparently the stuff got into the fuel injection sys­
tem. Arnie’s out-of-pocket expenses were close to S500, 
and he figures he’ll have to dump the car for a $ 5,000 
loss. His insurance company won’t pay.” Neither did 
mine. And the only difference between what happened 
to Arnie and what happened to me is that, in my case, 
the kids used chocolate milk, not sugar. They were 
“special education” students who later complained to 
me that the filler tube was recessed too deeply and it 
was difficult to get the milk into the gas tank.. . .

N ATKINS WRITES about senior high school stu­
dents who can’t spell their own names, don’t know 
the alphabetical order, and let their lives be directed “by 

buzz words, by half-baked, ill-conceived ideas.” They
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are unmotivated, alienated, and difficult to teach. “If I 
tell them in advance there’ll be an essay, there’s an 
outbreak of bubonic plague on the day of the test. 
Mention term papers, and they hemorrhage.” When six 
students had written in their homework that Afghanis­
tan was in Africa, Natkins confesses that she checked the 
map after the third time she read it and went back to the 
map after the sixth time. “I thought I was flipping,” she 
admits.

“I  re a d  exam  p a p e rs  a n d  a ll I  can think  
o f  is how I’ve w asted  my life ,” lam ents  

anoth er teacher.

Through it all, she maintains her sense of perspective. 
“When a kid, speaking loudly to a friend about a rock 
concert, told me, in wide-eyed protest, barely suppress­
ing a grin, ‘I ain’t talkin, I was just aksin’ her about the 
story,’ it was an obvious con. (It was not, to the kids, an 
obvious, self-contradictory assertion.)” And she also 
keeps her sense of humor. She writes that she “didn’t 
know whether to laugh or cry when a student identified 
New York’s Senator as ‘Jackup Jabbis,’ the Secretary of 
State as ‘Sypurs Fance,’ and the artist whose works are 
being shown at [the modern art museum] as ‘Picass- 
hole.’ ”

I don’t blame her. Under similar circumstances I, too, 
didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. I still don’t.

In a priceless story, rivaling Abbott and Costello’s 
“W ho’s on First?” routine, Natkins illustrates the pro­
nounced student lethargy facing many of today’s urban 
school teachers:

I distributed a typed sheet that listed four assignments.
The bottom of the page read:

“Assignments 1 and 2 are due on Monday, February 11.
“Assignment 3 is due on Tuesday, February 12.
“Assignment 4 is due on Wednesday, February 13.”

I asked the kids to read the assignment sheet carefully, 
so that if they had any questions they could ask them 
before they began to work.

“When are these due?”

“You can answer that question yourself. Look at the 
bottom of the sheet.”

“Well, why doncha just tell us?” (The plural pronoun 
was becoming increasingly common as more and more 
kids became self-appointed spokespersons for their class­
mates.)

“Because you can answer your own question by look­
ing at the bottom of the sheet.”
“Oh, I see.”

“When are these due?” Somebody else had just joined 
the act.

“1 just answered that question.” At this stage of the term 
my style is lighthearted-patient-going-on-weary. I don’t 
want to be too much of an ogre but I sure don’t want to 
win any coddling awards.

“Well, I didn’t hear you. When are these due?”

We do a repeat of the earlier when-are-these-due dia­
logue.

“Where we spose to get the answers to these ques­
tions?”

That one needed translating, since each assignment 
number was followed by the title of the article to be read, 
and the page on which the article began. “Do you mean in 
which issue do you find the articles?” (I had previously 
distributed two issues left over from the term before.)

“Yeah, that’s what I mean.”

“Look at the top of the sheet, what does it say?”
The top of the sheet read:

City High School Social Studies Dept.
Mary A., Principal William Z., Assist. Principal
American Studies CW_____ Ms. N_______

Assignments 
February7 11 Newsweek

“It says American Studies.”

“Read the rest of the heading.”

“All you have to do is tell us!”

“You can find it yourself. You don’t need anyone to tell 
you.”

“Is it the February 11 issue?” I tell him I’m pleased that 
he found it by himself.

Another hand goes up. “When are these due?”

Ten, fifteen minutes shot.

I changed the format of the next assignment sheet and 
placed the due date immediately after the assignment 
( “Assignment 7 — due Wednesday, February 20”). The 
sheets were distributed and I braced myself for the inevi­
table.

“When are these due?”
No wonder that “Where do I start?” became the plea 

most often heard in her school’s teachers’ workroom. 
To boot, the students would taunt their teachers, adding 
insult to injury: “Hey, man, how much you make? You 
make under thirty thou? Man, you’re boring! I think I'd 
rather have a kid take a knife to me.” And sometimes 
they did. In Natkins’ school, as in many urban schools, 
slashes with razors and robberies at gunpoint are not 
unheard of.

N ATKINS’ COLLEAGUES found teaching exhaust­
ing, depressing, and plain miserable. “I’m begin­
ning to think that truants have an insight that we lack,” 

she quotes one teacher. “When I see what these kids 
don’t know after four years of high school, I could cry. I 
break my back day after day and most of them end up 
knowing nothing. I read exam papers and all I can think 
of is how I’ve wasted my life,” laments another. Still 
another teacher echoed the same sentiment by insisting 

(Continued on page 44)
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An entry from 4̂ Teacher’s Diary by Lucille G. Natkins
T h e  F a c u l ty  C o n fe re n c e  to develop a coterie of concerned meant it I’d wave the flae ’Th e  Fa c u l ty  C onference

O ur staff brings to the first faculty 
conference of the term the same 
degree of enthusiasm that the kids 

bring to the first day of classes. Like 
the kids, we fill in the seats from the 
rear. For us, as for our students, the 
only redeeming feature of this com­
mand performance is that it offers a 
chance to schmooze with friends, an 
activity best performed surreptitiously 
at the back of the room.

“Welcome to Peter” was Roman 
Numeral I on the agenda and Mary 
[the principal] opened the conference 
by beckoning him to stand and saying 
“Well, here he is.” He got a warm 
round of applause. Peter, a former col­
league, was joining us as assistant prin­
cipal (or AP) in charge of administra­
tion. Mary was also a former colleague 
as was Budd, our other AP, who was 
in charge of guidance.

Peter, who had worked at the 
Board’s math department for the last 
few years, made an it’s-good-to-be- 
home speech, and was brisk and brief. 
Not so Budd, who was next on the 
agenda. Budd, a swimming teacher in 
his pre-AP days, was jaunty and, with 
his red hair, freckles and pug nose, 
boyishly good-looking. Things needed 
shoring up, he told us, and it was get­
ting harder to do as the staff kept 
shrinking because of “you know, 
budget cuts and layoffs.” There were a 
lot more kids in the halls during 
classes, and “a lot more incidents, you 
know, some problems in the bath­
rooms and stuff like that.” Budd’s in­
cidents and stuff like that were 
euphemisms for the thefts, arson, drug 
dealing, and assorted acts of vandalism 
that had plagued us, exponentially, for 
the past few years.

“We need a handle on the kids who 
leave your room, you know, who’s 
leaving, when, and where. We’re going 
to start a new system requiring kids to 
sign in and out of rooms, giving the 
times of departure and arrival.”

“Sounds like an airport tote board,” 
Sid muttered.

A couple of dumb questions on the 
signout sheet ( “Should we keep the 
sheet in the Delaney book or in the 
desk drawer?”) shot the next ten mi­
nutes until Agenda Item III, a guest 
speaker. (“We don’t hardly get none of 
those,” drawled a voice behind me.)
Dr. Young, a psychologist, was on the 
staff of a local hospital and had a 
federal grant, Mary said, to find the 
causes of aggression and violence. He 
was young, charming, and politic. He 
needed our help, he said. He wanted

to develop a coterie of concerned 
faculty members and a close personal 
relationship with kids who were in 
trouble or kids who might be headed 
for trouble. He hoped he would be 
able to spend four or five hours a 
week working with us.

“Are there any questions for Dr. 
Young?” Mary asked brightly. There 
weren’t. “Any comments?” She seemed 
hopeful. There were a few desultory’ 
ones.

“This is a support structure we’ve 
never had before,” Mary chirped 
enthusiastically. But she couldn’t drum 
up much business and the questions 
died.

“This is a support structure that 
sounds as if it isn’t worth a damn,” Sid 
said. “Four hours a week from a shrink 
to solve our problems?”

AGENDA ITEM IV was an obligato­
ry “professional” item, Mary’s re­

port on 15,000 Hours, a book about 
an inner city London school. Dr. Mor­
timer, the author, thought that the age 
and condition of school buildings and 
the age and ability of teachers had 
nothing to do with school success. 
( ‘You mean I don’t have to know 
nothing, nohow?” asked Arnie, looking 
up from The Daily he’d been reading.) 
But good attendance, good behavior 
was important. Also homework (given, 
legitimate, marked and returned), dis­
play of pupil work and praise. Ditto 
the cleanliness of the school and stu­
dent involvement. But most important, 
Mortimer said, was positive expecta­
tions on the part of the staff and bell- 
to-bell teaching. (“I knew it,” Arnie 
said, “if I do something right, like 
know the name of the President, it 
doesn’t matter, but if I do something 
wrong, like tell a kid he’s a moron and 
kill half the period, it does.”) Arnie, 
like Nettie and Sid and me, taught so­
cial studies, and we usually all sat 
together at faculty conferences.

“People have said that we’re chang­
ing,” Mary concluded, “but we try to 
identify’ those areas that need 
straightening so that we will not 
change. Dr. Mortimer’s message is one 
we’ve always known. We can’t relax 
standards, behavioral or academic. 
Holding to standards is what this 
school has always been about.”

‘Yea, verily,” Sid said, “holding to 
standards is what this school has al­
ways been about. Amen.”

Nettie wasn’t amused. “If you say it, 
it’s all right, but if it comes from the 
principal it’s wrong.”

“If I thought Madame Principal

meant it I’d wave the flag with her. I 
held to standards” (Sid said the phrase 
in mimicry') “last term in my soph 
classes and failed half of them. Bill was 
very upset because our department 
failure rates were ‘too high.’ He didn’t 
think Mary would be happy when she 
saw them and she wasn’t. She was 
pressing him to the wall about our 
percentages and I heard the other 
chairmen were getting the same kind 
of pressure. Anytime Mary wants to 
hold to standards I’ll hold with her 
Just don’t leave me alone in left field 
and tell me you’re right behind me."J

THE BICKERING about teacher 
versus-administrator responsibil­
ity for school security ended in a 

standoff ten minutes later when Gus, a 
burly six-footer who looked like the 
college football champ he’d been thir­
ty years ago, waved Louie aside and 
claimed the mike. Officially, Gus was 
chairperson of the department the 
Board called industrial arts and every­
one else called shop. Unofficially, he 
was the chief school disciplinarian and 
the principal’s good buddy.

The tone of this place, Gus told us, 
needed work and 75 percent of our 
problems could be solved if we tight­
ened up on lateness to class and the 
use of passes, and if we watched the 
halls during the change of classes.

Were there any other suggestions to 
improve school tone, Gus wanted to 
know. He asked with the confidence 
of the defense attorney who knows 
exactly what answers to expect and is 
prepared to demolish any not to his 
liking.

“What about gangs?”
“We’re working on that. We got the 

83rd precinct and the civilian security 
patrol alerted and we’re gonna get 
that cleaned up.”

“What happened to the Honor 
Guard? Why don’t we use them any 
more?” The Honor Guard was a group 
of students that had been posted at 
strategic places such as the first floor 
doors and staircase exits.

“I can’t ask kids to be enforcement 
officers. I told one kid not to let any­
one leave the building and he flat­
tened six kids in a week. Four parents 
were in.”

“Four out of six isn’t bad,” yelled a 
voice from Row Z.

“Okay, we’ll bring the Honor Guard 
back, but all we can ask them to do is 
point that-a-way when we come run­
ning after someone.”

“Why don’t we lock up all the first
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floor doors except the main one?” A 
howl of objections went up. The main 
door led to the street. The other 
doors led to the teacher parking lots.

“Well, you heard it,” Gus said smug­
ly. “We close those doors and a lot of 
you guys complain that you have to 
walk around to the front to get into 
the building.”

“What schnuk handed that one to 
Gus?” Arnie asked.

“Besides,” Gus added, “our intruders 
come in through the back door be­
cause their friends get out during class 
and wedge a door open. We’re not 
about to violate the fire laws by lock­
ing doors from the inside. And we 
don’t have the manpower to watch 
the damn doors all day long.”

“Gus, has any special effort been 
made to contain the CEH [Children 
with Emotional Handicaps] program?” 

“Try' to contain it? Are you kidding? 
Every goddamn day Mary and I are on 
the phone with anybody who’ll talk to 
us about moving those kids out of the 
building. We’ve gotten eight of the 
biggest twelve troublemakers removed 
and the four left will literally drive us 
crazy. But cheer up,” he beamed, “gen­
erally they get involved with each 
other.”

Gus was doing a good job of field­
ing the questions he’d invited but they 
were coming at him from all corners 
and more hands signaled to be recog­
nized every minute.

MARY HAD been sitting quietly in 
Row A. Abruptly, she got up 

and walked to the mike. Gus looked 
surprised, but said nothing and moved 
aside.

Mary' stood poised at the mike but 
didn’t say a word. If it was everyone’s 
attention she was waiting for, she got 
it, and fast. No one pushed Big Gus 
aside, not even his good buddy, the 
principal. What was up?

“I ... don’t ... believe. . . Mary' be­
gan, pausing dramatically between 
words, “I just don’t believe that I’m 
listening about this high school! My 
teachers think they’re in the middle of 
an inferno. But outsiders think we’re 
nuts. I asked the Board for more secu­
rity and was told no. The trouble is in 
the streets, they told me, not in the 
building. Let’s be realistic, for heaven’s 
sake! Our problems are not the catas­
trophic situation you are envisioning. 
We can count the number of assaults,” 
she spoke slowly and deliberately, “on 
one, one hand, half, half caused by 
CEH kids. We can count the number 
of teacher assaults,” there was another 
pause, “on two, two fingers. I can’t ac­
cept that we’re living in a behavioral

cesspool. It’s not realistic! It’s not 
true! There are maybe 30 boys, 
maybe 20 girls who give us grief. 
We’ve got a population of 3,000!

“I had ten phone calls from parents 
last week about ‘the rape.’ ” She under­
scored the words. “What rape? There 
hasn’t been any! We’re feeding on 
rumors!”

“She won’t be the first lady superin­
tendent if we go down the tube,” said 
a voice behind me. “She’s on proba­
tion and she’s sweeping it under the 
rug,” echoed the voice’s neighbor.

The air in the auditorium was 
strained.

“We don’t want rumors, but why 
are you giving us coverups?”

“Are we supposed to compare 
ourselves to other schools, or to our 
past?”

The rhetorical questions were 
shouted from the rear and Mary 
seemed not to hear them. Stan’s hand 
was up and she recognized him.

Stan, a math teacher whose normal 
demeanor was serious-bordering-on- 
grim, looked and sounded as if he 
were ready to pounce. (“Why is she 
going to tangle with himV Nettie 
asked in disbelief.)

“Mary,” Stan began, “you introduced 
Peter by saying that ‘it’s not often we 
have a pleasant task, given the climate 
of school life these days.’ And read 
your agenda.” Stan did, ticking off the 
Roman numerals and slapping the 
sheet for emphasis as he read. “One, 
Welcome to Peter, Two, Signout 
Sheet, Three, Dr. Young, Causes of 
Violence and Aggression, Four, 15,000 
Hours, Five, School Security Commit­
tee Report, Six, Improvement of 
School Tone. You picked those dis­
cussion topics, we didn’t! And when 
have we ever had such an agenda in 
this school?” Stan looked at Mary 
defiantly and waited for an answer. He 
didn’t get one.

“I think this discussion is fruitless 
and should best be terminated,” Mary 
said evenly, pointedly not looking in 
Stan’s direction.

“Why can’t we respond?” Stan per­
sisted. “I’ll repeat, you picked this dis­
cussion ... topic.” “Touche,” someone 
whispered behind me.

“Violence is not a daily occurrence,” 
Mary said in measured tones, still not 
looking at Stan. “Some of us are mak­
ing it sound spectacular. We’re not, re­
peat, not in an adversary relationship. 
We can’t control the fact that the 
Board sends us murderers. We can 
control the fact that if the murderer is 
late to class we can bother him.”

“You’re minimizing!” Stan said.
This time she made eye contact.

“Your perceptions, Stan, are not mine. 
My feeling for the school’s safety and 
reputation and my feeling for my per­
sonal safety is as strong as yours.
There’s no quarrel intended. There is 
a right to disagree.”

“But we’re accustomed to a certain 
atmosphere,” Cathy, another of my so­
cial studies colleagues, called out, “and 
we’re uneasy' because we see cracks in 
the seams. Don’t tell us that others 
have cancer and we just have an 
ulcer.”

A DOZEN hands shot up and there 
was an audible chorus of support 
for Stan and Cathy. Gus, all two hun­

dred pounds of him, came to the mike 
to bail Mary' out. (“After w'hat she did 
to him before?” the voice behind me 
asked in surprise. “Maybe his psyche is 
as fragile as his physique,” the voice’s 
neighbor replied.)

“You guys are always in such a hur­
ry' to get out of a faculty' conference 
and now' you wanna stay here for­
ever,” Gus boomed. “C’mon, fellas, 
w'e’ve aired everything. Let’s beat it!” 
Gus’s style wasn’t subtle but it work­
ed. We beat it, but w'e continued air­
ing.

“We’re in trouble. Mary's not facing 
the problem and I don’t think she can 
handle it if she does face it. Do you 
realize we have a principal and two 
APs who’ve never held administrative 
jobs at any other school? It’s nice to 
be cozy with them but they don’t 
know what a tough school is like.” It 
was Sam, also a social studies teacher. 
He’d transferred to our school after 
twenty years at a school reputed to be 
one of the hellholes of the city.

“Mary and I don’t work in the same 
school,” Stan said, “and if our percep­
tions differ as greatly as she says they' 
do, I’d better check in with my 
shrink.”

"For years we’ve been told we’re 
different. Now Mary' tells us we’re the 
same. I can’t make the adjustment,” 
Cathy said. “And Her Highness can’t 
admit that we’ve had it. This is our 
last term. We’re dead as a school.”

“Do you get the feeling,” Arnie 
chimed in, “that battle stations are 
being manned?”

“Yeah,” replied Stan, “but by the pri­
vates, not the generals.” □

—Condensed from  Our Last Term: A 
Teacher’s Diary. ® 1985 by Lucille G. 
Natkins. The book may be ordered di­
rectly from the publisher (send $9.25 
plus $1.25 postage to University Press 
o f America, 4720 Boston Way,
Lanham, Maryland 20706), or through 
your local university bookstore.
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C lassics in  th e  
C lassroom

Great Expectations Fulfilled

B y  Shela  P earl

W ITH TREPIDATION on both our parts, mine 
showing in my enthusiastic bubbling, theirs in 

that teen mask of boredom, we rearranged the chairs 
informally, and I began to read aloud to the thirty-five 
skeptics, sprawled almost defiantly in their chairs. But 
the narrative voice of Pip, the adult looking back at 
himself, the orphan child alone in the graveyard who 
introduces himself with the mispronunciation of his 
own name, struck a responsive chord. I read slowly and 
with great sympathy for this frightened, lonely, but 
obviously now grownup person who was reminiscing. 
As Pip places himself in the picture, only to have his 
view of the world literally turned upside down by the 
convict, my students leaned forward. Some had been 
victims of or witnesses to violence themselves; mug­
gings and even murders are a reality of their world. I was 
apprehensive that they might think Pip’s obedience to 
the convict demeaning; instead, they applauded Pip’s 
“cool” as he politely asks to be set upright again, so that 
he might carry out the convict’s demands for food and a 
file. My students — streetwise yet gentle — were 
already beginning to accept Pip as one of their own.

With this scene from Great Expectations, I began the 
development of a classics core curriculum for ninth- 
grade students at my school, located in a ghetto in 
Queens, N.Y. It was an act of faith on my part, inspired 
by my participation in a National Endowment for the

Shela Pearl has taught English fo r  twenty years in New  
York City pub lic  schools and  currently teaches a t the 
Van Wyck School in Queens. Her short stories, poems, 
and essays have appeared in a variety o f  publications.

* *

Humanities seminar at Berkeley, California, in the sum­
mer of 1984.

Although my own passion for the classics had never 
wavered, I had reluctantly acquiesced to the sentiment 
that had come to prevail during the 1970s: that texts 
must be “relevant,” easily accessible, and speak to our 
students’ immediate and recognizable experience. So- 
called “teen novels,” and other selections that “spoke 
their language” and “validated their experiences,” were 
touted as the sure path to elevated self-esteem, which 
would then lead past all detours to blooming egos and 
greater achievement. But we had been led astray. In­
stead of lifting their sights, expanding their experiences, 
and enriching their understanding, we limited our stu­
dents to the familiar, the easy, and the trivial. Bereft of 
our inspiration, they were left unguided, unable to find 
their own paths to the best of humanity’s imaginings and 
reflections.

Since I had been educated at Brooklyn College, with 
its unwavering classics core curriculum, I had been able 
to hold fast to my personal standards. But until I re­
turned to the humanities nest at the NEH seminar, 
where fifteen other colleagues from all over the country 
were searching as I was for both the way and the reas­
surance to transmit the best our culture has to offer, I 
had not the strength to insist that my students had the 
right and ability to become engaged with the w orld’s 
greatest literature, especially since they were culturally 
and economically deprived.

But in the ideal learning environment at Berkeley, as 
we ourselves found new richness and insights from the 
literature we were exploring, we realized that we could
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and should transmit this to our students just as we were 
receiving it. We focused on five Victorian novels. Each 
portrayed how a young hero or heroine comes to adult­
hood, the most relevant topic for our students. We 
studied the relationship of the main characters to socie­
ty, how society satisfied or frustrated their desires, how 
their social roles circumscribed their expectations. We 
came to understand not only the world of the novel but 
the way in which the novelist created that world.

HAVING THUS re-established my own professional 
convictions, I returned to Queens with a mission. I 

had always respected my students for their achieve­
ments despite severe odds, but it took my seminar 
experience to enable me to make the leap of faith 
needed by me for my students. Our students need our 
reinforcement and they respond to our image of them. I 
was determined to help them reclaim their legacy. I 
wanted to share with them the finest examples of our 
language and heritage. That this was a group of either 
first generation or recent immigrants from thirty-one 
different countries, as well as blacks from the south and 
inner city, meant that here in New York, as Americans, 
they were entitled to share the best of our traditions.

My students — Carlos, Soraya, Raoul, John, Lilliana — 
struggle against both the reality of their environment 
and their “expectations” of it, just as did their counter­
parts in the age of Dickens. They are often fearful and 
negative, for they live outside the mainstream of the 
“desirable” society. Part of my role is to reintroduce 
them to a world that is rich with possibility, if they are 
equipped to recognize and utilize it. My students can

begin to understand literature as a triumph of humanity. 
Reading about how the individual in the novel is shaped 
by his background — and often builds upon it — helps 
them discover who they are, and stimulates them with 
the knowledge that we are always in the process of 
becoming, reaching, and growing.

Somehow, I managed to transmit my fervor to my 
skeptical, but not negative, principal. As if to affirm the 
correctness of my decision, our jumbled book room 
yielded three hard-cover class sets of Great Expecta­
tions, unused since their purchase in 1967. Can one 
believe in miracles? Our budget had already been spent 
on drill and work books for the term.

The students were delighted with the find — their 
first set of unmarked fresh books. But when they dis­
covered a total of 438 pages, these children of the 
“now-era” winced: my first obstacle. Solution: rash 
promise of absolution from required book reports while 
we shared Pip’s perils. Such was my enticing sales­
manship. Assuring them that they could “trust me,” I 
drew upon their favorite family activity, watching soap 
operas, for reinforcement. They often spoke of “the 
soaps” as if they were happening to them or their 
friends. As part of our agreement, I had to watch epi­
sodes of their favorite shows, even the Hispanic and 
Japanese soaps that many of their mothers enjoyed and 
that preem pted the TV sets at home.

But I put my part of the bargain to advantage. We 
outlined the soaps’ plots in great detail, and to prove 
that Dickens was as good a storyteller, we outlined the 
plot of Nicholas Nickelby for comparison. Dickens had 
w ritten in installments also, I explained, and was ex­
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tremely popular in his own day, a fact I proved to them 
with newspaper accounts of his voyages to America. 
They grudgingly agreed to give it an open-minded try 
for my sake.

P IP’S FAMILY plight was especially recognizable and 
touching to my students, many of whom are from 

broken homes or are in foster care. When Pip’s sister 
uses him as a “connubial missile” to hurl at Joe, they 
applauded D ickens’ phrasing and identified w ith 
motherless Pip, who lives in a world as hostile as some 
of theirs. Students who have been battered and abused 
as some of mine have become as adept as Pip at self 
protection, but they, too, shared his guilt and fear.

My students are always eager for Christmas, and when 
they realized that the scene in the marshes occurs on 
Christmas Eve, they were doubly sorry for Pip, a sym­
pathy that they retained through much of Pip’s later 
selfishness. When Pip is humiliated at the Christmas 
dinner table and fed animal parts like a dog, they noted 
the similarities with the convict, who eats like an ani­
mal; they had begun to be sensitive to Dickens’ parallels 
and metaphors.

And already they w ere d iscovering the m ulti­
dimensional quality of these characters, in contrast to 
their sudsy friends. For example, although they found 
him terrifying, they also recognized the pathos of Pip’s 
convict as he hugs himself for warmth and support.

They were intrigued and eager when I assigned the 
next chapter for homework, but this was more than the 
curiosity for a potboiler; they had gained access into a 
brave and frightened little boy, whose exterior is never 
quite clear, but whose inner qualities are recognizable 
to my students, his peers. So, home they went with their 
new books. Since I was apprehensive about their ability 
to continue reading on their own (despite their strong 
motivation), I suggested reading aloud at home if they 
had any problems, reminding them of the pattern of 
Victorian reading groups. They sloughed off my warn­
ings, but I knew that my dramatic reading and pregnant 
pauses punctuated with pivotal questions and observa­
tions might have given them unwarranted security.

I had asked them to take note of Pip’s tormented 
conscience during these early chapters. His usual eating 
competition with Joe, which I had had two of them 
enact, was corrupted by Pip’s guilty secret. From the 
outset, we questioned Pip’s behavior and the effect of 
circumstance upon it. What kinds of qualities of charac­
ter does Pip show compared to Joe? We looked for

And they w ere discovering  
the m u ltid im en sion a l quality  o f  these 

characters, in con trast to 
their sudsy frien ds.

examples of exaggeration, which added humor to des­
perate, angry characters such as the convict and Mrs. 
Joe, and the class began to look beyond the surface. I 
had alerted them to the differences between the two 
convicts, but they had shown their own understanding 
for Mrs. Joe, until she fawned over Uncle Pumblechook.

With their revelations, some of my apprehensions 
were lessening, but so was the volume and strength of 
my voice, as I read the first chapters to my third class 
that day. Therefore, that night I taped the next chapters. 
And I made a few deletions, which I justified to myself 
on the basis of Dickens’ words-for-pay style.

THE NEXT day, before we listened to the tape, I 
asked them how they had managed alone the pre­
vious night. Most reported a great deal of difficulty, but 

that was mitigated when they heard me read the chap­
ters aloud. It was also apparent to me from their ex­
pressions that they had understood some of the pas­
sages on their own. So, as we again sat around in class 
and listened together, I interrupted the tape to empha­
size points of character, plot advancement, narrative 
voice, and style.

I was amazed at their level of interest and response. 
They noticed nuances jaded adults might have missed 
altogether — such as the parallel of Pip’s burden, with 
the bread on his leg, and the convict’s, with the chain on 
his. I enjoyed the in trica te ly  w oven tapestry  of 
foreshadowings, but realized they would not be able to 
recognize it until the end.

While I was not anxious to read the entire book aloud, 
I realized they needed this temporary security and 
reinforcement. I did not want to do their daily work for 
them, but since this was such a challenging venture and 
since they were so responsive, I had faith that we would 
accelerate eventually and finish before the term ’s end. 
Therefore, before we put the tape on each day, I asked 
them for responses to homework questions about their 
portions. Soon, I began to notice more confidence and 
some very astute comments.

And they began to be very personally involved with 
Pip and his problems. When Pip’s self-esteem is shaken 
by Estella, they become annoyed with him, an irritation 
that grows through the book, as he rejects those who 
really love him, singlemindedly pursuing his great ex­
pectations. The students resented Pip’s instant glory, 
which he had done nothing to merit. They respect 
people who earn what they get, but all agreed that they 
would not turn down a gift of a fortune. When both Pip 
and Estella do not take responsibility for themselves and 
their actions, the students got angry, but kept rooting 
for the little chap they remembered from the beginning.

A FTER A week of this reinforcement, I suggested that 
they begin to jot down their impressions in a jour­

nal. Reading the book with pen in hand and mind honed 
enabled them to become part of the creative as well as 
the critical process, as I had been in the seminar. How 
clever they felt when their own ideas and judgments 
were validated in class, and how challenged and eager 
they were to try again the next day, since we literally 
applauded each other’s discoveries.

I made certain to read and return their journals daily, 
affirming their insights while ignoring their technical
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errors. Some were able to observe patterns that they 
built into interpretations of Dickens’ overall design. 
Others never moved beyond unrelated insights.

Comparing their own schooling with Pip’s, they 
laughed at his so-called “classical” education: While 
Mrs. Wopsle slept at her desk in front of the class, Mr. 
Wopsle put the children to sleep with his long, soporific 
treatises. They enjoyed Joe’s glorification of Pip’s mea­
ger literacy when they saw the grossly misspelled letter 
that is the source of Joe’s praise; the poignancy of Joe’s 
loving ignorance heightens the impact of this forebod­
ing scene. They noticed too the irony of Pip’s loss of 
sight as he sets out for Miss Havisham’s. And they were 
irritated as Pip distances himself from Joe in favor of the 
more wealthy and less loving. Pip’s growing discontent 
and realization of his own coarseness was made painful­
ly clear to them when Pip is annoyed by Joe’s clumsy 
heavy boots as he climbs up to see Pip in London.

We enjoyed sharing our journals and stimulated each 
other to creative projects — such as scene enactments, 
family albums, musical scores, imaginary letters and 
diaries from characters, scene revisions, and moral- 
issues debates. In addition, some tried writing in their 
journals in the styles of the characters, but basically they 
preferred to write as themselves, since they were so 
personally involved with the characters, their lives, and 
the depiction of their world.

Many questions central to human existence were 
raised, and the students’ growing affinity with Pip and 
his growth into adulthood encouraged them to grapple 
with their own expectations of love and property, true 
affection, manipulation, loyalty, self-knowledge, and 
self-respect. These youngsters, who were most eager to 
succeed, had begun to question goals and what it some­
times costs to achieve them.

In addition to feeling challenged and pleased by the 
subject matter, some found validation of their work by 
reading aloud to parents and siblings. A few of the 
parents who had attended British schools in India, 
Guyana, and the West Indies reminisced with them 
about their own reading of Dickens and other fine 
writers; the children and parents shared a pride and 
unity that seemed to enhance both groups’ self image. 
Some parents even uncovered old treasured copies of 
classics they had brought with them to America, which 
their children used in subsequent assignments. The par­
ents began to feel that their children’s education was 
more valuable than they had thought and allowed them 
m ore time away from chores for study.

EVENTUALLY, THE students found less need for my 
tapes and began to tape scenes themselves, such as 

Pip’s meeting with Estella and Miss Havisham and his 
rescue of the burning old woman and later his convict 
benefactor. When they scripted and acted such power­
ful scenes, I knew they had fulfilled my expectations of 
them, but it wasn’t until our trip to see the 1942 film of 
the novel that I realized that they had taken charge of 
this project.

As we neared the third book in the series, I arranged a 
viewing of the film, to be shown at the library in Great 
Neck, since my school and local library did not have the 
facilities. To prepare, we began to act out more scenes 
and speculate as to which parts would be included and
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which left out and the possible reasons for the director’s 
choices. To herald our excursion, the students made 
vivid posters illustrating significant scenes and themes
— to generate enthusiasm and concretize their view of 
the book, now almost an obsession with us. I had de­
cided to forego any interruptions and focused all learn­
ing around the book, drawing vocabulary, spelling, 
punctuation, composition, and oral communication les­
sons from its rich pages. We hoped that Dickens would 
have enjoyed our learning the use of quotation marks 
from his exciting dialogues. We thought he would.

The book w as theirs; no one d a re d  
vio la te  i t  w ithout incurring their wrath.

In enthusiastic anticipation of our trip to Great Neck, 
we set up discussion panels to help us understand the 
structure of the book compared to the movie’s. Students 
explored how character description could be translated 
into visual terms. Even the scenery — an integral part of 
the book’s mood and foreshadowing — was like a char­
acter, they decided. Here, they summed up ongoing 
discussions of the themes of revenge, poverty, guilt, 
relationships, law, and love that they felt held valuable 
life lessons. I was delighted by their affirmation of tradi­
tional values, which had been reinforced by the price 
Pip pays for his greed and unjustified  great ex­
pectations; they learned from him that you must earn 
excellence. The final panel discussed the possible end­
ings, obviously an issue with Dickens, whose message 
and conclusions were not as clear as the students saw 
them.

When we finally visited the library, they were an 
astute audience, to the surprise of the staff. The students 
rose to the occasion by behaving maturely. But they 
were most demanding critics: They resented many of 
the movie’s deletions and changes in what they con­
sidered to be their book. And they were amazed when 
David Lean added still this third ending, which they felt 
violated the integrity of the book. The book was theirs; 
no one dared violate it without incurring their wrath. 
Their righteous indignation was yet another testament 
to their growth.

The greatest compliments came from Soraya, who felt 
that after Pip pays for all his faults and mistakes, “he 
should have a happily-ever-after.” In addition, she was 
delighted to discover that she read the book with as 
much enjoyment as if it were not a school assignment.

Each of my students has now read several classics 
from the NEH list and my expansion of it, and they have 
shown both improved skills and self-esteem. Their 
engagement with these books, so different in time, 
place, and language from their everyday world, tells of 
the universality of the classics as a link between us all. As 
for myself, I feel proud and grateful to have accompa­
nied my students on this great literary journey. □
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O ver-Program m ed 
MATERIALS: 

TAKING THE TfeACHER 
O u t  o f TJaching

B y  A r t h u r  W o o d w a r d

THERE IS little doubt that teaching is in profound 
crisis. In the numerous school reform reports be­
ginning with the National Commission on Excellence in 

Education’s A N ation a t R isk  (1983) and the sub­
sequent reports by state departments of education and 
professional associations, the problem s facing the 
teaching profession were identified over and over again 
as a major reason for the decline of educational quality. 
The reports noted the attrition through retirement and 
career changes of highly qualified teachers, the continu­
ing shortage of teachers in the sciences, the difficulty of 
attracting highly qualified candidates into teaching, low 
pay, and the poor academic performance of many stu­
dents who plan to become teachers. Efforts to alleviate 
these problems through higher entering salaries, under­
graduate scholarships, master teacher programs, and 
more extensive inservice training and retraining are 
now underway in many areas.

Arthur W oodward is Research Associate and  Special 
Assistant to the Dean o f  the Graduate School o f  Educa­
tion and  H um an Developm ent o f  the University o f  
Rochester in Rochester, New York.

However, these reforms, in my opinion, will fail to 
attract our ablest young people into teaching unless 
they can be assured that they are entering a field where 
they will have the opportunity to use their creative 
abilities and to exercise the broad discretion and 
decision-making power that is normally characteristic 
of professional status. Based on numerous visits to a 
cross-section of elementary and junior high school 
reading and mathematics classrooms, I have to con­
clude that this is not the situation today.

Many of the teachers I observed (both experienced 
and less experienced) followed their textbooks almost 
word for word. There seemed to be no lessons that did 
not closely follow the lesson plan found in the teacher’s 
guide, nor were there activities that had not been sug­
gested by the guide. In the basal reading programs, 
there appeared to be a rigid adherence to a highly 
managed series of teaching and learning activities p re­
sented in the teacher’s guides. It seemed as if the text­
book program contained everything that could possibly 
be needed, and it was rare indeed for spontaneous 
activities or activities that departed from the teacher’s 
guide outline to occur.

In the reading classes I observed, there was little
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extended reading and comprehension-based teaching, 
but there was lots of workbook activity. In some cases, 
so slavishly did teachers follow their guides that stu­
dents who correctly answered textbook questions were 
“wrong” because that particular answer did not appear 
in the guide’s answer key.

Why did so many teachers allow the materials to be 
the relentless overseer of their teaching? In discussions 
with them, it was clear that they felt that if they followed 
the lesson plans, skill strands, and management/testing 
system of their series, their students would succeed in 
reading. They were also fearful of departing from the 
strict sequence and tight format because administrators 
w ere so com m itted to the materials and expected 
teachers to fully implement each step and stage. Indeed, 
77 percent of the teachers participating in a 1982 study 
conducted by Patrick Shannon reported  that they 
would not be allowed to teach reading without basal 
readers and worksheets.

It appeared that the onus of teaching students now 
fell on the instructional materials. They were touted as 
fail safe and fool proof. Teachers were simply im- 
plementers or managers of these materials, administra­
tors of the numerous tasks the manual required be done 
seriatim.

A dm in istra tors  . . . expected teachers to 
fu lly  im plem en t each step a n d  stage.

Clearly, there is little problem in teachers consulting 
a teacher’s guide. However, there is a problem when 
successful teaching is defined as the total, lockstep im­
plementation of all the suggestions that the modern 
teacher’s guide contains. The result is that teacher dis­
cretion is discouraged, as the manuals provide for every 
contingency. For the exceptional teacher there is little 
problem in implementing the program outlined by the 
manual; the cost, in certain cases, is the creativity and 
spontaneity of teaching. For the less exceptional teach­
er these modern manuals seem to encourage an ex­
cessive dependency.

T EACHING AS seen in the classrooms I visited was 
not how I remembered it (idealistically or not) as a 
student. The more I looked at the instructional mate­

rials that were being used, especially the teacher’s

guide, the more it seemed that they represented a 
metaphor of how we viewed and what we expected of 
our teachers. For example, in an enrichment exercise 
on context clues in one recently published series 
(1978), the guide suggested that “capable pupils” make 
up words a Martian might use and have their fellow 
students decipher the meaning of the words by using 
the context of the surrounding sentences and vocabula­
ry. The example in the guide — “I brushed my teeth 
with peppermint z z u x x l  and my toothbrush” — was 
accompanied by the following information: “Allow 
pupils to trade word lists and try to guess what each 
other’s Martian words mean from the context clues. (In 
this case, z z u x x l  is toothpaste.)” It seemed as if the 
editors and writers of this section of the guide could not 
be sure that teachers themselves would have mastered 
context skills and so be able to “fill in the blank.”

Another example of this insulting, spoonfeeding ap­
proach was the directions found in a 1966 guide for 
how to stand in front of a chalkboard. It stated “Note: As 
the teacher writes the new words on the chalkboard, 
she should stand so that the children can see the words 
develop from left to right, pronouncing the words 
carefully as she is writing them. Italics are used to 
indicate the words that are to be written on the chalk­
board.” Unfortunately, these examples are not isolated 
ones. Too many curricular materials convey an image of 
the teacher as incapable of creating lessons, inferring 
the answers to student exercise questions, or of know­
ing what to say in class. There is very little that could be 
called professional about the role of the teacher as 
portrayed in these materials. Rather teachers appear to 
have been disenfranchised or deprofessionalized from 
the discretion, judgement, and decision making for so 
long characteristic of teaching. But, ironically, while the 
underlying assumption conveyed by these examples is 
of the disinterested and unintelligent teacher, it would 
take an exceptional teacher to fully implement every 
aspect of the management system, lesson plans, and 
components of these complex materials.

W AS THERE m o re  to  th is  im a g e  o f th e  
deprofessionalization of teaching than an im­

pressionistic review of a few textbook series? In order 
to find out I began a research project that analyzed 
reading basals and teacher’s guides that had been pub­
lished each decade since 1920.1 originally intended to 
analyze the fourth- and sixth-grade reading materials 
published by five long-established publishers, but this 
proved impossible because of lack of availability of 
series and books. Ultimately, the fifth-grade textbooks 
and guides of series published by just two companies 
were analyzed. However, in the process of narrowing 
down to these two series it became clear that the pub­
lishers I selected were representative of other com­
panies, and the findings from the fifth-grade teacher’s 
guides and pupil books w ere generally mirrored in the 
fourth- and sixth-grade materials. Because of the small 
sample, the publishers are referred to as Publisher or 
Series A and Publisher or Series B.

Until the 1960s the philosophy on which the reading 
series were based and organized was the belief that the 
most effective way of teaching children to read was to 
give them plenty of reading practice. For example, the
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1937 guides of Series B noted that “Children’s experi­
ences should be greatly enriched by . . .  wide reading.
. . .  No attempt should be made to isolate any habit or 
skill nor to provide separate training for its develop­
ment.” The practice of encouraging extensive reading 
was not limited to the stories in the pupil text. The 
authors of Series A (1944) noted that the thirty-five to 
forty stories in most of the textbooks could take up to 
one class period each; the rest of the time was to be 
spent in extension and library' reading activities. The 
1956 guide of Series B articulated the benefits of ex­
tended reading by noting that “research studies show 
that opportunities to read widely in varied types of 
materials strengthen and enlarge the child’s recognition 
and meaning vocabularies.” In order to encourage such 
development, the guide contained a student bibliogra­
phy of 200 library books. Although basals published in 
the 1960s were still based on the notion that it was 
important to foster reading, Series B (1966), for ex­
ample, included “carefully structured sequences” of 
stories and activities, whereas previous series had as­
sumed a great deal of teacher selectivity. The 1970s 
manuals contained few references to the importance of 
capitalizing on student interests and the key role of 
extended and independent reading.

IN THE 1920s, and especially by the 1930s and 1940s, 
stories were grouped into interest themes such as 

“The Outdoor World,” “Workers and Their Work,” and 
“Famous Heroes from Long Ago” ( Series A ), and “Round 
About America,” “Aeronautics,” and “Neighbors to the 
South” (Series B). The choice of stories and themes was 
usually based on some kind of research. However, few 
publishers went to the length of Publisher B, who re­
ported that the story selections for its 1923 series were 
based on responses of 50,000 pupils and 1,500 teachers. 
The idea was that each story in a theme would build into 
the next one and provide a “critical mass” of knowledge, 
interest, and motivation that would encourage reading 
development and additional library reading. Thus the 
authors of Series A (1956) stated:

As concepts and generalizations that are common to 
any given unit become apparent to boys and girls, added 
meaning, purpose, and motivation are given to their 
reading. They develop an inner drive to seek materials 
that satisfy their growing interest in some aspect of the 
general unit theme. A strong motive for personal read­
ing will have been established—personal reading for 
which a background of basic concepts, generalizations, 
and interests has been systematically developed.

Although in the 1960s the teacher’s guides still advo­
cated the importance of reading, in the case of Series A 
themes became quite general ( “Thresholds,” “Kaleido­
scope,” and “Frontiers”). The 1978 basal included no 
themes but instead adopted a “magazine” approach.

In order to support the theme approach, beginning in 
the 1930s the series of both publishers included ex­
tensive student bibliographies that were correlated 
with each story or theme. Publisher B included 50 
citations in its 1937 fifth-grade teacher’s guide, 218 in 
its 1956 guide, and 200 in its 1966 guide. In the case of 
both publishers, no student books were listed in the 
guides published in the 1978 and 1976 editions. Al-
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R eading becam e a  m atter o f  the m astery  
o f  hu ndreds o f  sk ills a n d  subskills.

though the fifth-grade texts of Series A (1978) and 
Series B (1976) contained about the same number of 
stories as previous editions, they lacked both student 
bibliographies and the underlying assumption that read­
ing instruction automatically involved extended, out­
side reading. In the case of Series A (1978), unit themes 
had been abandoned and each “section” instead con­
sisted of disparate fiction and non-fiction selections. 
The adoption of this “magazine” approach implied a 
hodge-podge selection of fiction and non-fiction selec­
tions that might include such diverse stories as a 
Japanese-American girl’s adjustment to a new school, 
the adventures of an Alaskan dog team, and a descrip­
tion of quicksand. It was a far cry from the theme 
approach of earlier decades. Instead, as reflected by 
these teacher’s guides, reading became a matter of the 
mastery of hundreds of skills and subskills and the 
completion of worksheets, workbooks, remedial ex­
ercises, and the like. Although reading skills were listed 
in teacher’s guides published before 1970, they tended 
to be quite general and did not approach the technical 
sophistication of later materials.

EXCEPT FOR those published in the early decades, 
all the basals in this study were accompanied by 

additional learning materials such as workbooks, story 
books, or activity books. However, through the 1950s 
the clear assumption of the publishers of these basal 
series was that teachers would need to use many addi­
tional materials—library books, magazines, books from 
other subject areas, and so on. By the 1960s the in­
clusion of an almost book-length story of the early life of 
Helen Keller augured the development of the self- 
contained basal that relied on no additional materials 
other than those found in the basal package. Thus, the 
basal of the 1970s appears remarkable in its complexity 
and comprehensiveness. In the pupil text there are 
poems, plays, stories about families and animals, stories 
about ethnic groups, non-fiction selections or topics 
ranging from tidal waves to police horses, and lessons 
teaching particular skills and the exercises reinforcing 
them. In the teacher’s guide, the pupil text is trans-
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So self-contained a re  these series that 
using ou tside  m ateria ls is not 

pa rticu la r ly  encouraged.

formed into a spiral-bound book within a book; around 
the reduced pupil pages are a host of teaching sugges­
tions, questions to ask, answers to accept, activities to 
be undertaken, and tests to be administered. Preceding 
this section of the guide are pages and pages of scope 
and sequence charts. These charts list all the reading 
skills covered in the fifth-grade texts, skills ranging from 
how to use a dictionary, finding the meaning of words 
th rough  con tex t, using encyclopedias, to cross- 
referencing. Additionally, the back of the guide might 
contain examples of class record sheets, individual rec­
ord sheets, section tests, and reduced facsimiles of the 
pupil text glossary.

So self-contained are these series that using outside 
materials is not particularly encouraged. For example, 
these textbooks might contain a small num ber of 
“bonus” reading selections for advanced readers (no 
going to the library here), or in a lesson on using 
alphabetization skills to identify the correct volume of 
an encylcopedia the activity is based on a line drawing 
of a set of these volumes, not the real thing (which even 
the poorest equipped library must possess).

I F WE try to construct a typical lesson as reflected in 
each teacher’s guide for each period, we can get a 

good sense of the degree of discretion and indepen­
dence accorded the teacher as well as the kinds of 
suggestions and resources available to help him or her 
teach. In the early manuals, suggestions were very 
general. The 1923 Series A guide contained a number of 
lesson objectives from which the teacher could choose, 
such as rapid silent reading or making an outline. The 
guide contained various suggestions for obtaining out­
side resources to stir pupils’ interest in the unit and 
story theme. By the 1930s, as the reading programs 
began to emphasize the use of interest themes, the 
guides discussed the kinds of strategies and activities 
that could be used to introduce the basal themes and 
stories. In the case of a unit on travel and communica­
tion, general objectives were listed and ongoing proj­
ects suggested such as finding out about modern ex­
plorers (this was the period of great exploits by ex­
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plorers and aviators). All suggestions to the teacher 
were quite general. It was expected that pupils would 
silently read through each story and then read it again 
and answer a number of questions. Apart from occasion­
al model lesson plans that delved quite deeply into the 
m ethod of teaching a story, the teacher’s guide simply 
contained lesson objectives such as “to satisfy curios­
ity.” It was assumed that the teacher could and would 
construct an appropriate lesson.

Basals published in the 1950s continued to follow the 
pattern established by prior materials. However, in the 
case of Series A (1956), teachers were to interrupt the 
silent reading of each story three times to ask specific 
questions about events and characters in the story. Both 
Series A and B provided complete study skill and com­
prehension exercises after each story.

The 1960s teacher’s guides reflected the move to 
greater and greater “support” of the teacher, with the 
introduction of scripts that the teacher was supposed to 
read verbatim in introducing a story or assignment, and 
a general prescriptive approach throughout. By the 
1970s the manuals were more scripted and more com­
prehensive in the kinds of suggestions and activities 
they included. Each story was usually preceded by an 
“overview” and followed by a number of exercises and 
workbook activities. In the case of Series A (1978), a 
rigid time schedule was laid out in which thirty-six skill 
sequences were to take four days each, seventeen bonus 
selections a total of twenty-three days, and four check­
point sections a total of eight days. Each four-day se­
quence was to consist of the teaching and practice of a 
skill, applying skills to a reading selection, reteaching 
and then enriching skills. A distinction was made be­
tween good and poor readers. Poor readers were to be 
interrupted half-way through each story and asked fac­
tual questions about it. Brighter pupils could read the 
s to ry  a ll th e  w ay  th ro u g h  an d  th e n  a n sw e r  
comprehension-based questions.

BY THEIR very nature, teaching materials, especially 
the teacher’s guide, reflect an image of the teacher 

who is to use them. What is notable in the case of the 
modern basal—in contrast to earlier materials—is the 
role of the teacher as a manager of preset lessons, ques­
tions, and activities. Because recently published basals 
and teacher’s guides attempt to meet every eventuality 
and need, teachers have little discretion as to what can 
happen in a lesson. Also because these materials are 
based on a philosophy of reading that emphasizes the 
sequential acquisition of hundreds of skills within the 
framework of a management system that determines 
pupil placement and assignments, it is not surprising 
that the teacher’s role is that of an administrator of a 
preplanned lesson. Discretion and judgment, essential 
elements of teaching and professionalism, are skills that 
have little place in such a reading lesson.

The “total package” approach and its effect can be 
seen in the lesson plans of the teacher’s guides. There 
are lesson objectives, warmup questions to ask students 
to prepare them for the story selection, vocabulary to 
be taught and reinforced, exercises to complete, and 
page citations for workbooks and activity books. Unfor­
tunately, these helpful hints become insulting in the 
context of the guides’ view of the teacher. For example,
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modern guides (as early as the 1960s) provide ex­
tensive scripts that teachers can follow. In the case of 
Series A (1966) the guide went as far as to tell the
teacher to “S ay__ ” As the word scripts implies, the
intention has to be that teachers will stand in front of the 
class (as I have seen them do) and read from the script. 
The effect of following a script can be quite dampening 
(for teaching is nothing if not a spontaneous activity); 
the introduction of stories can be confined to overly 
abstract concepts, questions and answers are predeter­
mined, and it becomes difficult for teachers to accom­
modate unanticipated learning opportunities.

Although most teacher’s guides in the sample usually 
included some kind of summary of each story, the func­
tion of these summaries seemed to change. Prior to the 
1970s, summaries of stories were a combination of brief 
summary, commentary, and overview that attempted to 
relate the story to motivational issues or the unit theme. 
It was assumed that teachers would read the story that 
would form the basis of their reading lesson. However, 
this assumption seemed to be problematic in the 1970s; 
the guides contained a full (sometimes inaccurate) 
summary of each story. Modern guides also always in­
cluded the answers to questions.

D iscretion a n d  ju d g em en t  — essen tia l 
elem ents o f  teaching a n d  

profession alism  — have little  p la ce  in 
such a  read in g  lesson.

An important feature of earlier guides was the in­
clusion, especially in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, of 
extensive discussions of the philosophy and the learn­
ing and reading research underpinning the series. These 
sections were informative and spoke to the teacher as 
an equal. The assumption seemed to be that of course 
teachers would be interested in such information. The 
1970s guides contained no such discussion.

A S SEEN through elem entary school teacher’s 
guides, the decline of the teacher as a professional 

seems an inescapable conclusion. Although the early 
teacher’s guides were certainly crude and often mir­
rored the fads of the day (good posture, for example, or 
mental hygiene) they emphasized a view of reading that 
was based on having students read. The basic thrust of 
encouraging pupils to read, to develop a love of reading, 
to correlate reading with other subject areas, and to
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stimulate student motivation by including stories that 
would excite even the most jaded child continued 
through the I960 basals. The pre-1960 teacher’s guides 
contained no scripts. Teachers were expected to make 
professional decisions about how to teach reading. Few 
answers to questions were provided, for it was ex­
pected that at the very least teachers would know them 
(or could infer them). The earlier guides seemed to 
expect that the teacher would naturally be interested in 
knowing the research and philosophy underpinning the 
series. In contrast, the modern basal contained no such 
discussion. It was as if the authors and editors had 
decided that either teachers would not take the time to 
read such material or that they were simply not capable 
of understanding it. In any event, the 1970s basal simply 
described what was; there was no justification, no 
rationale, no effort to convince the teacher that the 
approach underpinning the basal was a sound one. Un­
fortunately, recently published materials reflect a view 
of a teacher who must be coaxed and coached; a teacher 
who does not have time to read a story, make sense of 
questions, and who needs a script in order to teach. The 
teacher as reflected  in these m aterials is a one­
dimensional figure, essentially a manager rather than a 
teacher.

Equally disturbing is the image of what reading has 
become according to these teacher’s guides. Reading 
appears to be the acquisition of an infinite number of 
skills and subskills that are to be learned, practiced, and 
reinforced in a certain preset order. These materials 
imply that reading is the sum of skills learned. It is not 
greater than the sum of its parts, as many reading re­
searchers now acknowledge. Thus, in these self- 
contained materials very little extended reading takes 
place. There is little encouragement of library reading. 
Good readers are often simply given more worksheets 
and exercises to do, not books to read. And poor or 
average readers get a lot of practice filling in blanks and 
answering questions, but not much in reading.

It is easy to blame publishers for the quality of mate­
rials now being used in classrooms and the assumptions 
they make about teaching and teachers. Publishers do 
make easy and visible scapegoats. However, the mate­
rials publishers produce are based on careful market 
research and feedback from teachers and administra­
tors. Publishers often respond to criticism about their 
materials by stating that they publish what will sell, and 
cite examples of a publishing house investing millions 
of dollars in an innovative program only to see it fail in 
the marketplace. The situation is not exactly one of 
supply and demand “gridlock,” for there is nothing to 
stop publishers from producing textbook series that are 
just a bit different. But, the important factor in deter­
mining what is published is the market, and while 
changes in “demand” will not result in the overnight 
publication of new and different books, these textbooks 
and teacher’s guides will be developed and published if 
the education community wants them.

Clearly, the ills affecting the teaching profession can­
not be cured overnight. Many initiatives have to be 
taken to reestablish teaching as a valued occupation. 
One of those initiatives could be the revision of text­
books and teacher’s guides to reflect what society and 
the educational community want teachers to be. □
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A  N o to n  
o f  Readers

W E READ for many 
reasons. We read to 

enjoy, we read to become 
better informed, we read 
to communicate with our 
loved ones and colleagues, 
we read to experience the 
world in which we live — 
and to glimpse worlds we 
can only imagine. Where, 
when, why, and what we 
read are choices each of us 
makes freely. Indeed, read­
ing is part of America’s 
tradition of democratic in­
dividualism.

Today, that tradition is 
threatened . . .  not by tech­
nology, but by the twin 
menaces of illiteracy (not 
being able to read) and ali- 
teracy (not reading even 
when one knows how). 
Librarian of Congress 
Daniel J. Boorstin recently 
expressed his concern 
about this threat: “What 
w e do about books and 
reading in the next de­
cades will crucially affect 
our citizens’ opportunities 
for enlightenment and self- 
improvement, their ability 
to share in the wisdom and 
delights of civilization, and 
their capacity for in­
telligent self-government.”

Am erican Educator is 
pleased to present these 
photographs that celebrate 
the wisdom and delights to 
be discovered in reading.
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They are among the forty- 
one prize winners in the 
“Nation of Readers” con­
test sponsored by the 
American Library Associa­
tion in cooperation with 
the Center for the Book of 
the Library of Congress. 
More than 1,200 winning 
photographs were selected 
for judging in the national 
contest from approximate­
ly 70,000 photographs sub­
mitted in 606 libraries 
across the country during 
National Library Week in 
1985.

The winning photos are 
currently on exhibit at the 
Madison Building of the 
Library of Congress. The 
Center for the Book, with 
the support of Pizza Hut, 
Inc., is currently organizing 
a nationwide tour for the 
show, and invites proposals 
to bring it to your city. 
Write or call the Center 
for the Book, Library of 
Congress, Washington, D.C. 
20540, telephone 202-287- 
5221.

In addition, the ALA has 
produced a 22” x 34” 
poster that features a com­
posite of some of the 
prize-winning photos. Send 
$4 to the American Library 
Association, 30 East Huron 
Street, Chicago, Illinois 
60611 .
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Untitled Marc Parfait, South Ozone Park, New York.
ALA president’s prize.



Mohonk Library Doris Weiss, Abington, Pennsylvania. 
Adult, color: honorable mention.
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GrandMary Reads to Us Often Carol S. Fulks, Charleston, 
West Virginia Adult, color: honorable mention.
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The Doors Are Open Patricia Gilliam, Austin, Texas. 
Adult, color, honorable mention.

Untitled Johan Schwartz, Pine River, Minnesota 
Youth, black and white: honorable mention.

As the Twig Is Bent Scott Haynie, Tulsa Oklahoma Youth, color: honorable mention. 
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Never Alone William F. Thompson, Palo Alto, California
Adult, color: first prize.

Private Reader Dave Fisher Jr., Greensboro, North Carolina 
Youth, black and white: honorable m ention
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C ould Textbooks

cantly improve student comprehension and recall. Al­
though, I warn you in advance, the results also suggest 
that writing better books is no mean task, and that there 
is no magic formula for doing it.

B y  M ic h a el  F. G raves a n d  W a y n e  H . Slater

FOUR YEARS ago, before Wayne and I decided to do 
our study, I was sitting around late one night with a 

friend and colleague from graduate school, Priscilla 
Drum. We were discussing a topic that we often discuss 
late at night. Pris, who is on the faculty at the University 
of California at Santa Barbara, was teaching a summer 
course at the University of Minnesota, and she was 
staying at our house. Earlier that evening, I had shown 
her some 1944 issues of Time magazine I had come 
across, and we had discussed Time's huge circulation. 
{Time's recent circulation was over 4 million, as com­
pared to Harpers, which was just over 150,000.) At any 
rate, our discussion about Time, together with the fact 
that the class Pris was teaching dealt with expository 
writing, led us to the idea of comparing Time's treat­
ment of a historical topic with a high school history 
text’s treatment of the same topic. Our thinking was that 
Time's huge audience consisted of people who not only 
read the magazine voluntarily but who paid to do so—a 
situation that contrasts dramatically with the captive 
audience of a high school history class—and that Time's 
approach might well contain some clues to improving 
the writing in textbooks.

Well, as is often the case with late night discussions, 
this one didn’t lead to any action, at least not directly. 
Pris and I talked about the idea a number of times, but 
we never did the study. Fortunately, I also talked about 
the idea with Wayne Slater, a former student of mine 
who now teaches at the University of Maryland, and 
Wayne subsequently contacted two Time  editors and 
served as the driving force behind a study quite similar 
to the one Pris and I had originally discussed.

There are three areas I’d like to cover in this article. 
First, I’d like to describe the study that Wayne and I and 
several other people eventually did complete, and re­
port the results. Second, I’d like to generalize beyond 
those immediate results to those qualities that I think 
make writing both understandable and memorable. 
Finally, I’d like to make one very specific suggestion for 
improving textbooks and their selection.

Before I do any of those things, however, I want to 
answer the two questions posed by the title of this 
article. The answer to the first question, Could books be 
better written? is a definite yes. The answer to the 
second question, Would it make a difference? is, again, 
yes. The results of our study, as well as the results of 
other studies, suggest that better writing can signifi-

M  ichael Graves, professor o f  education a t the Universi­
ty o f  Minnesota, served as the editor o f  the Journal of 
Reading Behavior and the associate editor o f  Research 
in the Teaching of English. He is currently co-authoring 
QUEST, a reading series fo r  middle grade students. 
Wayne Slater, assistant professor o f  education and  
English a t the University o f  Maryland, College Park, 
conducts research in the areas o f  discourse processes, 
composition, and  vocabulary development.

This article is based on a paper delivered by Profes­
sor Graves to a conference on textbook reform held in 
May, 1985, in Washington, D.C., and  sponsored by the 
N ational Association o f  State Boards o f  Education and  
the Council o f  Chief State School Officers.

3 6  /  A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r

LET ME turn now to what I’ll call the “better books” 
study. The long-range purpose of the study was to 

determine what constitutes good expository writing— 
writing that is interesting, understandable, and memo­
rable, and that leads kids to want to read. The more 
immediate goal was to determine what types of revi­
sions writers with different backgrounds would make in 
attempting to improve the comprehensibility of ex­
pository passages, and what effects these changes would 
have.

Three pairs of writers, each of whom represented a 
different perspective, participated in the study. The first 
pair of writers were text linguists—people whose train­
ing is in the area of linguistics and psychology, who tend 
to take a highly structured and formal approach to 
writing, and who tend to teach courses about writing 
and about language, but who do not teach people to 
write. The text linguists participating in the study were 
Duane Roen and Patricia Hazeltine from the University 
of Arizona.

The second pair of writers were college composition
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instructors—people whose training is in the area of 
English or education, who at the present time are em­
phasizing the process one goes through in writing 
rather than the product one comes up with, and who 
actually teach writing—primarily composition courses 
for undergraduate students. The com position in­
structors were Ann Duin and David Furniss of the Uni­
versity of Minnesota.

The third pair of writers were popular magazine 
editors—people whose training is sometimes in English 
but is often in other areas, who have learned much of 
their craft on the job, and who themselves write for a 
living. The magazine writers were former Time-Life 
editors Martin Mann and Teresa Redd-Boyd. Mr. Mann is 
now retired, following a twenty-seven-year career with 
Time-Life; Ms. Redd-Boyd is currently on the faculty at 
Howard University.1

We asked each of these three pairs of writers to revise 
two history passages to make them more readable, 
understandable, and memorable. We also asked each of 
the teams to think aloud as they considered their 
changes, and attempt to understand and record why 
they were making the revisions they did.

The passages used in the study were taken from a 
popular senior high school history text titled A History 
o f  the United States. One passage, “The Cold War Under
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President Eisenhower,” dealt largely with the end of the 
Korean War and problems over Formosa. The other, 
“Communists Threaten South Vietnam,” dealt largely 
with American involvement in the Vietnam War be­
tween 1964 and 1968. Both passages were about 400 
words long, and both took the sweeping and impersonal 
perspectives typical of school history texts. (The origin­
al Vietnam passage and each team’s first revision appear 
on pages 40-41.)

The rest of our study was conducted as follows. The 
three pairs of writers were each matched to a group of 
100 eleventh-grade students. The students who worked 
with the text linguists were from a city school in Arizo­
na, a school that included both middle-class and lower- 
middle-class kids. Those who worked with the composi­
tion instructors were from a suburban school in Minne­
sota, a school that consisted of largely middle-class kids. 
And those who worked with the Time-Life editors were 
from a suburban school in Maryland, a public but specif­
ically college-preparatory school that again consisted of 
largely middle-class kids.

Within each school, the students were divided into 
two subgroups. One subgroup read the two original 
passages; the other subgroup read the two revised pas­
sages. Immediately after reading each passage, they 
wrote down everything they could remember about it. 
Then, a formal system was used to compare the number 
of ideas they wrote down to the number of ideas in the 
passages. The students’ essays were then scored against 

a whatever version of the passage they read to see what 
|  percentage of information they recalled. I don’t want to 
|  get into the specifics of the scoring system because that 
|  would take more space than we have, but I do want to
2 assure you that this procedure has proved to be a valid 
|  and reliable indicator of comprehension and is widely 
|  used and widely accepted, 
s
 ̂ T >  EFORE I present the results, I want to describe the

I I  thinking behind the revisions made by each of the 
three pairs of writers, and before I do that I want to 
present two caveats. First, although I will be directly 
quoting the various writers a good deal of the time, I will 
also be paraphrasing them; and I will not distinguish 
between the paraphrases and the direct quotations. 
Second, note that the revisions were differentially effec­
tive and that it is probably as important to consider what 
sorts of revisions did not work or were less effective as it 
is to know which sorts did work or were more effective. 

I’ll begin with the text linguists’ revisions:

Our revisions consisted of a variety of textual manipula­
tions. In general, we attempted not to add information to 
the texts or delete information from them, but the revised 
versions did contain some additional information. This was 
included to establish ties between the texts and the world 
that exists outside of the texts.

In addition to strengthening textual ties to the outside 
world, some revisions to the passages were designed to 
strengthen ties within the texts. In some cases, we added 
cohesive conjunctions to help signal the types of semantic 
relationships existing between adjacent sentences or adja­
cent paragraphs. In other cases, we created ties by the 
reiteration of elements: the use of exact repetition, 
synonyms, and superordinate terms.

Some revisions were designed to make the texts con­
form to the “given-new contract,” which states that old 
information is presented before new information and that
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new ideas, when they do appear, are tied to ideas that have 
been introduced earlier in the work.

The overall structure of one of the passages was changed 
so that the passage followed what has been called a 
problem-solution structure. That is, the passage presented 
a specific problem followed by a suggested solution to the 
problem.

The order of ideas in the texts was changed so that the 
order of events in the texts conformed to the chronologi­
cal order of events in the world.

Finally, the order of the ideas in the texts was also 
changed so that relatively important ideas were placed in 
appropriate textual positions.

In summary, the text linguists’ revisions were organi­
zational or structural, and they were directed at such 
matters as clarity, coherence, and emphasis.

Let me turn now to the revisions made by the 
composition instructors:

To begin with, we decided not to revise the gist of the 
passages; we wanted to preserve the content already there. 
Instead, we concentrated on determining when new in­
formation was not clear, when new information was not 
linked to old information, and when information was 
irrelevant to the key concepts in the passages.

We decided upon the key issue or central concept for 
each paragraph and clarified the concept by substituting, 
adding, or deleting information so that the central concept 
was stressed.

The six main purposes we had in mind when revising the 
passages were simplifying information, adding background 
information, clarifying information, supplying transitions, 
emphasizing key material, and keeping the passages 
smooth and readable.

In attempting to achieve these purposes, we made three 
sorts of changes: vocabulary changes, structural changes, 
and additions and deletions of information. At the 
vocabulary level, we substituted words, added words, or 
deleted words in order to clarify, simplify, or emphasize 
information. At the structural level, we rearranged sent­
ences or words within sentences in order to further clarify, 
simplify, or emphasize information, or to make a sentence 
smoother or more readable. At the concept level, we add­
ed background information if it seemed necessary to un­
derstanding the piece and deleted information if it seemed 
unnecessary or irrelevant to the main points the author 
was making, but we did not add or delete any more in­
formation than we thought necessary.

As was the case with the text linguists, the composi­
tion instructors concentrated  primarily on clarity, 
coherence, and emphasis. As was also the case with the 
text linguists, the composition instructors attempted to 
avoid changing the content of the passages. Finally, 
unlike the text linguists, the composition instructors 
deliberately tried to simplify the passages.

I turn now to the Time-Life editors, who took a very 
different tact. I should note that these two did not sit 
down together and revise the passages as did the other 
pairs. Instead, the junior member of the team, Teresa 
Redd-Boyd, did the writing, and the senior member, 
Martin Mann, critiqued and edited it. Their approach is 
explained by Ms. Redd-Boyd:

When my assistant managing editor and I received two 
excerpts from a high school history textbook, we were 
aghast. Before us lay some of the driest prose we had ever 
had the displeasure of reading. Our first thought was to 
discard the passages entirely and simply begin writing new 
ones from scratch, because no Time-Life editor would have 
revised such woefully inadequate texts. This, however, 
was not what we had agreed to do, and so we worked from 
the existing passages.

Since my role was that of the writer, I began the revision 
process, experimenting first with the language of the pas­
sages. To intensify the action, I replaced weak verbs such as 
“tried to get,” “moved,” “fight,” and “increased” with words 
such as “tried to lure,” “hustled,” “grappled with,” and 
“skyrocketed.” I added metaphors, changing, for instance, 
“The Vietnam War Escalated” to “The Vietnam Bomb Ex­
plodes.” I also added colloquialisms such as “a go ahead for 
an invasion” to make my version more conversational than 
the original.

Above all, I sought to build a sense of drama. Consider 
“Though the Chinese Communists periodically bom­
barded Quemoy and Matsu, they did not risk an invasion of 
the offshore islands.” This sentence became “Though the 
Communists did not dare to invade Quemoy and Matsu, 
their periodic air raids on the islands continually reminded 
the U.S. that Red China was indeed a force to be reckoned 
with.”

However, tinkering with the language did not give the 
passages a Time-Life quality: They were still too panor­
amic, too impersonal. In the words of my assistant manag­
ing editor, “The facts included in these samples resist 
interesting presentation, cannot stimulate readers to learn 
more, and fail to inform adequately about the events of the 
respective periods. They are too vague about things that 
are interesting and significant, and too specific about de­
tails that no one will remember or care about.”

To enrich the content, I inserted “nuggets” gleaned from 
library sources. Nuggets are vivid anecdotes and details 
that remind us that PEOPLE, not events, make history. A 
Time-Life story is not so much a sequence of events as a 
string of nuggets. The historical chronology serves only as 
the thread that binds these nuggets into a coherent story. 
The nuggets I inserted included facts about the “cold war” 
over seating arrangements, the Chinese Nationalists’ dis­
illusionment, the Viet Cong’s ingenious traps, the perilous 
Ho Chi Minh Trail, and the daily air strikes.

I also incorporated choice words from Presidents 
Eisenhower and Kennedy. After all, why should the text­
book quote Kennedy's statement that South Vietnam was 
of “vital interest” to the U.S. when Kennedy so graphically 
called the country “the cornerstone of the Free World in 
Southeast Asia, the keystone to the arch, the finger in the 
dike”?
Obviously, the Time-Life revisions were undertaken 

from a radically different perspective than those of the 
text linguists and the composition instructors. The 
Time-Life editors certainly did not confine themselves 
to making structural changes; they changed content and 
they changed it with a vengence. Equally importantly, 
their attempt was not limited to making the passages 
lucid, well-organized, coherent, and easy to read. Their 
revisions went beyond such matters and were intended 
to make the texts interesting, exciting, vivid, rich in 
human drama, and filled with colorful language.

I TURN now to the results of the revisions, and I will be 
presenting these in an abbreviated form, but I think it 

is sufficient for our purposes here.
Results with the texts linguists’ revisions indicated 

that students reading the revised versions recalled 2 
percent more that those reading the original versions, 
an obviously trivial difference.

Results with the composition instructors’ revisions 
indicated that students reading the revised versions 
recalled 2 percent less than those reading the original 
versions, a difference that is both trivial and in the 
wrong direction.

Finally, results with the Time-Life editors’ revisions 
indicated that students reading the revised versions 
recalled 40 percent more than those reading the origin­
al versions, a difference that is both in the right direc­
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tion and anything but trivial.
As you might imagine, these results left us with some 

rather disgruntled text linguists and composition in­
structors. Essentially, we had told them, “Do anything 
you want to these cruddy texts in order to make them 
more readable, more understandable, and more memo­
rable,” and they had made a host of changes but had 
failed to produce any results whatsoever.

In response to the dissappointment of the text ling­
uists and composition instructors, and because we 
wanted to understand more about what had happened 
ourselves, we asked each of the three groups to again 
revise the same two passages. In making these second 
revisions, none of the groups knew what the other two 
groups had done, but each group did know what their 
own results had been. Each group also knew that they 
would have to get up at a conference in about a month 
and report the results of their first set of revisions, and 
that they would have to get up in another four months 
to present the results of their second revisions. More to 
the point, the composition instructors and text linguists 
knew that they were soon going to have to get up and 
present the failure of their first revision and that if they 
failed a second time they would have to get up and 
report the failure of that revision too. Given the upcom­
ing presentations, we think these two groups were par­
ticularly highly motivated to do well this second time. 
Additionally, we modified the instructions to all three 
groups somewhat to make it very clear to the composi­
tion instructors and text linguists that they could 
change the content of the selections if that was what 
they thought was needed.

Lack of space prevents me from doing anything but 
very briefly characterizing the revisions the groups 
made this second time, but there are several points I do 
need to make.

The text linguists’ second revisions were not radical­
ly different from their first ones. The major difference 
was that they deleted a good deal of information that 
they did not see as central to the topics being discussed. 
Thus, they did change content, although they sub­
tracted content rather than adding it.

The composition instructors’ second revisions varied 
more from their first ones than did the text linguists’. 
This time, the composition instructors very definitely 
changed content. In fact, they specifically divided their 
changes into content changes (adding or deleting in­
formation in order to make the passages follow a cohe­
rent plan) and structural changes (clarifying, simplify­
ing, or supplying transitions), and stated that they made 
many more content changes than structural ones.

The Time-Life editors’ second revisions were not as 
different from their first ones as were the composition 
instructors’. However, recall that the Time-Life editors’ 
first revisions were much more extensive than those of 
the other two groups; they had already changed content 
a great deal. The largest change they noted this time was 
a specific content change: expanding an anecdote about 
arguments over seating arrangements at the Korean 
peace talks. In a note to Ms. Redd-Boyd, Martin Mann 
wrote:

This episode brings home to the reader the unexpected, 
subtle difficulties in East-West relationships. The story will 
fascinate students and make them remember the grimy

details of who fought whom and when and where and why.
Nuggets are good but insufficient; an interesting text needs
fully developed anecdotes, and this one is ideal.

Again, about 100 eleventh-grade students in each of 
three schools were tested. However, three different 
schools were used this time.

With the text linguists’ second revisions, students 
recalled 16 percent more than those reading the origin­
al passages, a substantial difference and one obviously in 
the right direction.

With the composition instructors’ second revisions, 
students recalled 21 percent more than those reading 
the original passages, a more substantial difference.

Finally, with the Time-Life editors’ second revisions, 
students recalled 37 percent more than those reading 
the original passages, a still more substantial difference, 
and one consistent with the 40 percent increase in the 
first Time-Life re-write.

A T THIS point, I want to turn to what I see as the 
implications of the results of the studies for chang­

ing textbooks.
First, taken together the studies forcefully demon­

strate that revising texts can markedly improve com pre­
hension. These improvements are not trivial; they are 
substantial gains that are indeed educationally signifi­
cant.

Second, it needs to be noted that making revisions 
that improve comprehension is by no means an easy 
task. Recall that in their first attempt neither the text 
linguists nor the composition instructors were able to 
increase students’ recall of the passages at all. Moreover, 
the failure of revisions to improve the comprehensibil­
ity of texts is not an isolated phenomena. In the past 
fifteen years, the majority of studies that have attempted 
to improve texts have produced little or no improve­
ment.2

Third, it needs to be stressed that the revisions were 
not equally effective.

Consideration of the sorts of changes that each of the 
authors made suggests some generalizations about writ­
ing memorable texts.

The two attempts to change only structure failed to 
have any effect; the two attempts to change some con­
tent, but to change it only for the purpose of making the 
passages more coherent, produced results in keeping 
with the kinds of content changes made; and the two 
attempts to attend to style as well as content—attempts 
directed at enlivening the passages, giving them more 
verve, making them less impersonal, and providing 
more human drama—produced by far the strongest 
effects. It is not an empirical finding of these studies, but 
it is both common sense and a deduction that the stud­
ies allow to conclude that writing first-rate texts—texts 
that kids want to read, can read, and will remember 
(and, I would add, that motivates and encourages them 
to read outside of school)—requires attention to struc­
ture, attention to content, and attention to style.

ORING IS defined in the Oxford English D ictiona­
ry as “the practice of annoying and wearying 

others.” It was one of the words I heard kids use most 
frequently in referring to texts when I was teaching, and

(Continued on page 42)

S p r in g  1 9 8 6 A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r  /  39



Original Vietnam Passage

C o m m u n ists  Th r e a t e n  S o u th  V ie t n a m  
The most serious threat to world peace developed in 
Southeast Asia. Communist guerrillas threatened the inde­
pendence of the countries carved out of French Indo­
china by the Geneva conference of 1954. In South Viet­
nam, Communist guerrillas (the Viet Cong) were aided by 
forces from Communist North Vietnam in a struggle to 
overthrow the American-supported government. During 
the Kennedy administration the United States sent some
10,000 servicemen as advisers, instructors, pilots, and 
supporting units to help the South Vietnamese government 
build a military force to fight the Viet Cong. In President 
Kennedy’s opinion, preserving the independence of South 
Vietnam was of “vital interest” to the United States.

After President Johnson took office, he continued to fol­
low the Kennedy policy of limited support for the South 
Vietnamese government. Then, in the summer of 1964, 
North Vietnamese torpedo boats were thought to have at­
tacked two American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. In 
response, Johnson ordered an air strike against North Viet­
namese coastal bases. But during the presidential campaign 
of 1964, the President made it clear that he did not want 
to broaden the war.

Th e  V ie tn a m e se  W a r  I s  E scalated  
Shortly after the election, Communist gains prompted 
President Johnson to alter his policy concerning Vietnam. 
American military forces in Vietnam w ere increased from 
about 20,000 men in 1964 to more than 500,000 by 1968. 
Even so, North Vietnamese troops and supplies continued 
to pour into South Vietnam. In order to cut off this flow of 
men and material, the President announced that American 
planes would bomb North Vietnamese supply routes, 
bridges, and other military' targets. The bombing attacks 
began in 1965 and, like the troop buildup, steadily in­
creased over the next two years. American military leaders 
asserted that the air strikes were effective. Yet communist 
troops and supplies continued to enter South Vietnam 
from the north. Meanwhile, the Johnson administration did 
what it could to bolster the South Vietnam government. A 
constitutional convention was held, and in the fall of 1967 
South Vietnamese voters elected a president, vice- 
president, and a 60-member senate.

Johnson tried to get the North Vietnamese to the con­
ference table. Early in 1966 and again in 1967 he sus­
pended bombings and redoubled his efforts to get peace 
talks underway. But the president of North Vietnam, Ho 
Chi Minh, proved unwilling to talk. He said there would 
be no talks until “the bombing raids and all other acts of 
war” against his country were stopped “unconditionally.” 
American planes resumed their attacks on North Vietnam.

A m e r ic a n  R espo nses to  C o m m u n ist  
Th r e a t s  i n  S o u th  V ie tn a m
In the 1950s, the most serious threat to world peace de­
veloped in Southeast Asia when Communist guerrillas 
threatened the independence of countries carved out of 
French Indochina by the Geneva conference of 1954. In 
South Vietnam in particular, Communist guerrillas ( the 
Viet Cong) were aided by forces from Communist North 
Vietnam in a struggle to overthrow the American- 
supported government. During the Kennedy administra­
tion, support consisted of 10,000 servicemen who func­
tioned as advisers, instructors, pilots, and supporting units 
helping the South Vietnamese government build a military' 
force to fight the Viet Cong. This support was provided 
because, in President Kennedy’s opinion, preserving the 
independence of South Vietnam was of “vital interest” to 
the United States.

The Kennedy policy of limited support for the South 
Vietnamese government continued under President John­
son. Johnson maintained this policy' of limited support 
even after North Vietnamese torpedo boats were thought 
to have attacked two American destroyers in the Gulf of 
Tonkin in the summer of 1964. Although Johnson did 
order an air strike against North Vietnamese coastal bases 
in response to the naval attack, he made it clear during the 
presidential campaign of 1964 that he did not want to 
broaden the war. Shortly after the election, however, Presi­
dent Johnson altered his policy' of limited support when 
Communists made military' gains in South Vietnam. Specifi­
cally, Johnson increased American military forces in Viet­
nam from about 20,000 men in 1964 to more than
500,000 by 1968. This increase, however, did little to stop 
the influx of North Vietnamese troops and supplies into 
South Vietnam. As a next measure, the President an­
nounced that American planes would bomb North Viet­
namese supply routes, bridges, and other military targets 
in order to cut off this flow of men and materials. These 
bombing attacks began in 1965 and, like the troop build­
up, steadily increased over the next two years. Although 
American military leaders asserted that the air strikes were 
effective, Communist troops and supplies still continued to 
enter South Vietnam from the north.

In an effort to get the North Vietnamese to the confer­
ence table to begin peace talks, Johnson suspended bomb­
ings early in 1966 and again in 1967. But the President of 
North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh, proved unwilling to talk, in­
sisting that there would be no talks until “the bombing 
raids and all other acts of war” against his country' w'ere 
stopped “unconditionally.” Subsequently, American planes 
resumed their attacks on North Vietnam.

Meanwhile, the Johnson administration did what it could 
to bolster the South Vietnam government: A constitutional 
convention was held, and in the fall of 1967 South Viet­
namese voters elected a president, vice-president, and a 
sixty-member senate.

Text Linguists’ First Revision
of Vietnam Passage
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Composition Instructors’ First 
Revision of Vietnam Passage
C o m m u n ists Th r e a t e n  S o u th  V ie tn a m  
A serious threat to world peace developed in Southeast 
Asia. Communist forces threatened the independence of 
countries in this area. In South Vietnam, Communist guer­
rillas called the Viet Cong were aided by forces from Com­
munist North Vietnam in a struggle to overthrow' the 
American-supported government. During the Kennedy ad­
ministration the United States sent 10,000 servicemen as 
advisors, instructors, pilots, and supporting units to help 
the South Vietnamese government build a military force to 
fight the Viet Cong. This reflected President Kennedy’s be­
lief that preserving the independence of South Vietnam 
was of “vital interest” to the United States.

President Johnson took office following President Ken­
nedy’s assassination and continued to follow Kennedy’s 
policy of limited support for the South Vietnamese govern­
ment. Then, in the summer of 1964, North Vietnamese tor­
pedo boats were thought to have attacked two American 
destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. In response, Johnson 
ordered an air strike against North Vietnamese coastal 
bases. This was the first act of war by the United States 
against North Vietnam. However, during the presidential 
campaign of 1964 the President made it clear that he did 
not want to broaden the w’ar.

J o h n s o n  E scalates th e  V ie t n a m  W a r  
Shortly after the 1964 election, Communist gains prom pt­
ed President Johnson to alter his policy concerning Viet­
nam. He increased American military7 forces in Vietnam 
from about 20,000 men in 1964 to more than 500,000 by 
1968. In spite of this escalation, North Vietnamese troops 
and supplies continued to pour into South Vietnam. In 
order to cut off this flow of men and material, the Presi­
dent announced that American planes would bomb North 
Vietnamese supply routes, bridges, and other military 
targets. The bombing attacks began in 1965 and, like the 
troop buildup, steadily escalated over the next two years. 
Although American military leaders insisted that the air 
strikes w ere effective, Communist troops and supplies con­
tinued to enter South Vietnam from the north. Meanwhile, 
the Johnson administration did what it could to bolster the 
South Vietnam government. A constitutional convention 
was held, and in the fall of 1967 South Vietnamese voters 
elected a president, vice-president, and a 60-member 
senate.

At the same time as Johnson escalated the war, he tried 
to get the North Vietnamese to negotiate an end to the 
war. Early in 1966 and again in 1967 Johnson suspended 
bombings and intensified his efforts to get peace talks 
underway. But the President of North Vietnam, Ho Chi 
Minh, proved unwilling to talk. He said there would be no 
talks until “the bombing raids and all other acts of war” 
against his country w ere stopped “unconditionally.” In re­
sponse, Johnson ordered American planes to resume their 
attacks on North Vietnam.

C o m m u n ists I n f iltrate  S o u th  V ie t n a m  
In the early 1960s the greatest threat to world peace was 
just a small splotch of color on Kennedy’s map, one of the 
fledgling nations sculpted out of French Indo-China by the 
Geneva peacemakers in 1954. It was a country so tiny and 
remote that most Americans had never uttered its name: 
South Vietnam. Yet in Kennedy’s eyes, this pro-western 
regime was “the cornerstone of the Free World in South­
east Asia, the keystone to the arch, the finger in the dike.”

Aided by Communist North Vietnam, the Viet Cong 
guerrillas were eroding the ground beneath South Viet­
nam’s American-backed government. Village by village, 
road by road, these jungle-wise rebels were waging a war 
of ambush and mining: They darted out of tunnels to head 
off patrols, buried exploding booby traps beneath the mud 
floors of huts, and hid razor-sharp bamboo sticks in holes. 
Determined to block the deepening Communist inroads, 
Kennedy dispatched some 10,000 servicemen as advisers, 
instructors, pilots and supporting units to help the South 
Vietnamese muster a military force formidable enough to 
grapple with the indefatigable Viet Cong.

After Kennedy’s assassination, President Johnson con­
tinued to carry out his predecessor’s policy of limited sup­
port for the beleaguered South Vietnamese government. 
Then, suddenly in the summer of 1964, North Vietnamese 
torpedo boats allegedly pounced on two American des­
troyers in the Gulf of Tonkin. In retaliation, Johnson laun­
ched an air strike against North Vietnam’s coastal bases. 
Nevertheless, as he campaigned for election in 1964, John­
son insisted that he would not fan the flames of the Viet­
namese conflagration.

Th e  V ie t n a m  B o m b  E x p lo d e s

No sooner had Johnson won the election than Communist 
gains prom pted Johnson to go back on his campaign prom ­
ise. The number of American soldiers in Vietnam skyrock­
eted from 20,000 in 1964 to more than 500,000 by 1968. 
But in spite of GI patrols, leech-infested jungles, swarms of 
buzzing insects, and flash floods that made men cling to 
trees to escape being washed away — North Vietnamese 
troops streamed soutluvard w ithout letup along the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail. To stem this flow of men and materiel, in 
1965 Johnson announced that American planes would 
bombard North Vietnamese supply routes, bridges, and 
other military7 targets. Like the troop buildup, the bombing 
raids steadily escalated, dropping as much as 800 tons per 
day during three and a half years. While American com­
manders boasted that U.S. bombers were hitting their 
marks, Communist troops and supplies continued to 
stream into South Vietnam from the north. Meanwhile, 
Johnson did what he could to prop up the South Viet­
namese government, paving the way for a constitutional 
convention and elections. Thus in 1967 a newly elected 
president, vice-president, and 60-member senate took hold 
of a situation that was rapidly getting out of hand.

Early in 1966 and again in 1967, Johnson tried to lure 
the Vietnamese to the conference table by temporarily 
suspending bombings. But Ho Chi Minh, the president of 
North Vietnam, refused to talk until “the bombing raids 
and all other acts of war” against his country were halted 
“unconditionally.” And so once more American bombers 
took to the skies over North Vietnam.

Time-Life Writers’ First
Revision of Vietnam Passage
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W riting B etter T exts
(Continued from, page 39)
it is a word my own kids still use. 
Clarity and brevity are certainly im­
portant in writing texts. But there 
are other considerations:

Clarity and brevity, though a good 
beginning, are only a beginning. By 
themselves, they remain bare and 
bleak. When Calvin Coolidge, asked 
by his wife what the preacher had 
preached on, replied “Sin,” and, 
asked what the preacher had said, 
replied “He was against it,” he was 
brief enough. But one hardly envies 
Mrs. Coolidge.3

In his Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity 
and  Grace, Joseph Williams offers 
another opinion I very strongly en­
dorse:

The unrelenting simplicity of the 
plain style can finally become very 
flat and dry indeed, eventually arid.
Its plainness invests prose with the 
blandness of unsalted meat and pota­
toes — honest fare to be sure, but 
hardly memorable and certainly 
without zest. Sometimes a touch of 
class, a flash of elegance, can mark 
the difference between forgettable 
Spartan plainness and a well-turned 
phrase that fixes itself in the mind of 
the reader.4

I certainly believe that textbooks 
ought to have a touch of class. They 
should also be interesting and filled 
with anecdotes and human drama 
that “will fascinate students and 
make them remember the grimy de­
tails of who fought whom” or what­
ever the topic of the text.

I don’t think w e’ll ever be able to 
specify the characteristics of a suc­
cessful text fully — if by specifying 
fully we mean creating some sort of 
formula for what constitutes good 
writing. But one way of encouraging 
writing with these characteristics, 
and a way that is feasible today, is to 
get professional writers — people 
w ho w rite  for a living and have 
learned what sorts of writing lure 
large audiences to voluntarily read 
their work — involved in both w rit­
ing texts and in adopting them. In 
particular, I think journalists who 
write for mass audiences — journal­
ists such as the Time-Life editors 
who took part in our study, or other 
authors w ho have dem onstrated 
their talent and their popularity, or 
lesser-known yet still skillful writers 
with experience in writing for mass 
audiences — could play important

roles in textbook reform. I think that 
their participation in the process of 
w riting  and selecting  tex tbooks 
could do much to make textbooks 
more appealing, more memorable, 
and filled with the sort of writing 
that would encourage students to 
become lifelong readers. □
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T hose W h o  U nderstand
(Continued from page 15)
tradict one another, or the precedents or particular 
cases are incompatible. From Rowe’s (1974) research 
on wait-time we learn the principle that longer wait- 
times produce higher levels of cognitive processing. Yet 
Kounin’s (1970) research on classroom management 
warns the teacher against slowing the pace of the class­
room too severely lest the frequency of discipline prob­
lems should increase. How can the principle of longer 
wait-times and that of quicker pacing both be correct?

It is in the very nature of the practical or policy fields 
that individual principles are fated to clash on particular 
occasions. Knowledge of the relevant propositions and 
cases is needed to form the underlying knowledge base. 
Strategic knowledge must be generated to extend un­
derstanding beyond principle to the wisdom of prac­
tice. We generally attribute wisdom to those who can 
transcend the limitations of particular principles or spe­
cific experiences when confronted by situations where 
each of the alternative choices appears equally “princi­
pled.” Novice bridge players rapidly learn the principles 
of the game, embodied in such maxims as “Lead fourth 
highest from your longest and strongest suit,” and “Nev­
er lead away from a king.” But when you must lead away 
from a king to lead fourth highest, then prepositional 
knowledge alone becomes limited in value. Strategic 
knowledge (o r judgment) is then invoked.+

I envision the use of the case method in teacher 
education, whether in our classrooms or in special 
laboratories with simulations, videodiscs, and anno­
tated scripts, as a means for developing strategic under­
standing, for extending capacities toward professional 
judgment and decision making. These methods of in­
struction would involve the careful confrontation of 
principles with cases, of general rules with concrete 
documented events, a dialectic of the general with the 
particular in which the limits of the former and the 
boundaries of the latter are explored. What happens 
when cases are applied to principles? principles to 
cases? What happens when two principles are in con­
flict, or two cases yield contradictory interpretations?

When strategic understanding is brought to bear in 
the examination of rules and cases, professional judge­
ment, the hallmark of any learned profession, is called 
into play. What distinguishes mere craft from profession 
is the indeterminacy of rules when applied to particular 
cases. The professional holds knowledge, not only of 
how— the capacity for skilled performance—but of 
what and of why. The teacher is not only a master of 
procedure, but of content and rationale, capable of 
explaining why something is done to himself and to

t It may well be that what I am calling strategic knowledge in this 
paper is not knowledge in the same sense as are prepositional knowl­
edge and case knowledge. Strategic “knowing” or judgment may 
simply be a process of analysis, of comparing and contrasting princi­
ples, cases, and their implications for practice. Once such strategic 
processing has been employed, the results are either stored in terms 
of a new proposition ( e.g., “Smiling before Christmas may be permiss- 
able when. . . . ”) or a new case. These then enter the repertoire of 
cases and principles to be used like any others. In that sense, it is 
possible that strategic analysis occurs in the presence of the other 
forms of knowledge and is the primary means for testing, extending, 
and amending them.

others. He is capable of reflection leading to self- 
knowledge, the metacognitive awareness that distin­
guishes draftsman from architect, bookkeeper from au­
ditor. A professional is not only capable of practicing 
and understanding his or her craft, but of explaining 
why, of communicating the reasons for professional 
decisions and actions to others.

Wh a t distinguishes m ere craft fro m  
profession  is the indeterm inacy o f  rules 

when a p p lied  to p a r ticu la r  cases.

This sort of reflective awareness of how and why one 
performs complicates action rather than simplifying it, 
renders it less predictable and regular. Knowledge 
guarantees only grounded unpredictability, the ex­
ercise of reasoned judgment rather than the display of 
correct behavior. If this vision constitutes a serious 
challenge to those who would evaluate teaching using 
fixed behavioral criteria (e.g., the five-step lesson plan), 
so much the worse for those evaluators.

THE IMPLICATIONS of our discussion are several. 
First, we can begin to conceive differently of how 
professional examinations for teachers might be orga­

nized and constructed. I firmly believe that we must 
develop such examinations, though their existence will 
constitute no panacea. They must be defined and con­
trolled by members of the profession, not by legislators 
or laypersons. They must reflect an understanding that 
both content and process are needed by teaching p ro­
fessionals, and within the content we must include 
knowledge of the structures of one’s subject, pedago­
gical knowledge of the general and specific topics of the 
domain, and specialized curricular knowledge. As such, 
they would distinguish between, say, a biology major 
and a biology teacher, and in a pedagogically relevant 
and important way. They would be a good deal tougher 
than any examination currently in use for teachers.”

I envision the design of research-based programs of 
teacher education that grow to accommodate our con­
ceptions of both process and of content. These pro­
grams will articulate with and build upon instruction in 
the liberal arts and sciences as well as the specialty 
content areas of each candidate. They will draw upon 
the growing research on the pedagogical structure of 
student conceptions and misconceptions, on those fea­
tures that make particular topics easy or difficult to

ft Although in this paper I discuss aspects of content knowledge 
exclusively, a proper professional board examination would include 
other equally important sections as well. These would assess knowl­
edge of general pedagogy (including classroom management and 
motivational techniques), knowledge of learners and their diverse 
backgrounds, principles of school organization, finance and manage­
ment, and the historical, social, and cultural foundations of educa­
tion, among many more. Exams would also tap teaching performance 
and other capabilities unlikely to be adequately assessed using con­
ventional paper-and-pencil instruments.

Sp r in g  1 9 8 6 A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r  /  4 3



learn. They will employ a growing body of case litera­
ture extensively, both to represent a far wider and more 
diverse range of teaching contexts than can possibly be 
experienced within any one teacher education pro­
gram, as well as to provide teachers with a rich body of 
prototypes, precedents, and parables from which to 
reason.

We reject Mr. Shaw a n d  his calumny.

The fact that we do not possess such a case literature 
at this time suggests new agendas for research in teach­
er education. In addition to the obvious tack of 
encouraging the continued growth of disciplined case 
studies of teaching by scholars, another alternative also 
suggests itself. Fred Erickson of Michigan State Universi­
ty has noted that one of the exciting features of case 
studies is that you don’t necessarily have to be a Ph.D. 
social scientist or educator to learn to prepare useful 
case materials. Given proper preparation and support, 
teachers and teacher educators can contribute to the 
case literature themselves. As they do so, they will begin 
to feel even more membership in the broader academic 
guild of professional teachers.

This then is the vision of teaching and teacher educa­
tion I hold, a vision of professionals who are capable not 
only of acting, but of enacting—of acting in a manner 
that is self-conscious with respect to what their act is a 
case of, to what their act entails.

We reject Mr. Shaw and his calumny. With Aristotle 
we declare that the ultimate test of understanding rests 
on the ability to transform one’s knowledge into teach­
ing.

Those who can, do. Those who understand, teach. □
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Forces That Undermine Reform
(C ontinued fro m  page 19)

that the more he teaches the more he doubts the con­
nection — “if there is one” — between schools and 
education. But his deeds belie his words. His despair 
hasn’t yet overcome the habits born of a lifetime of 
integrity as a teacher: “He’s written the syllabus and half 
the materials for a new course this term, and goes over 
each kid’s homework each day with a fine tooth comb,” 
comments a colleague. “If he believes what he says, why 
is he still working himself into the ground?”

But since there are few incentives and little apprecia­
tion for a job well done, some teachers have learned to 
do just enough to keep everyone off their backs. And 
since no one listens, why should  they care? Not caring 
becomes a disease very prone to contagion. Cynicism 
becomes a matter of coping with frustration and re­
peated disappointment.

When a history teacher complained about “spending 
hours marking essays that are garbage,” an English 
teacher, who boasted that he spent less time marking 
papers than a gym teacher did, admonished him severe­
ly: “Are you still giving essays? Then you’re a bigger 
horse’s ass than anybody in the administration!” This, 
Natkins implies, was not only an example of teacher 
frustration but also an illustration of the utter disdain 
that teachers felt for “The Board” (Central Office) and 
for the administration.

A DMINISTRATORS IN Our Last Term are depicted 
as incompetent, unsupportive, and invisible. Kids 

ask teachers whether the school has a principal while 
teachers wonder how many kids would be able to pick 
any one of the school administrators out of a lineup. Not 
only the kids haven’t seen the principal in so long they 
wouldn’t recognize her if she fell on one of them,” but 
teachers resent the fact that “once a month the principal 
surfaces at a faculty conference and tells us to hold to 
standards and then she goes underground for thirty 
days.” They wonder what it means to be told to hold to 
standards at the same time that a youngster is perm itted 
to “open a mouth like a sewer.” They witness that no 
consequences are imposed on students found guilty of 
a minor infraction like carrying a butcher knife.. . . ” 

They recognize that “so little in terms of academic 
standards is imposed on students — and none in terms 
of behavior,” and ask, in painful exasperation, “How do 
we enforce standards that the rest of the world has 
abandoned?”

Our Last Term blames administrators, more than any­
one else, for the plummeting standards. They minimize 
problems ( “Let’s remember, before we came down on 
some of these kids, that we w eren’t all perfect when we 
w ere teenagers”), make excuses for student failure 
( “Something must be wrong with [the tests] if so many 
students failed them”), and insist that kids get promoted 
just to get rid of them. Consequently, teachers resign 
themselves to the reality that “insisting that kids learn 
something to earn a passing grade is a policy tantamount 
to genocide — or at least cruel and unusual punish­
ment.” Meanwhile, the gap between the few academic 
classes and the rest of the students continues to widen: 
“Kids who took Biology in Everyday Life knew less
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QUESTION:

W hy
SHOULD 

CHILDREN 
HAVE 

CHIROPRACTIC
SPINAL

MANIPULATION?

ability to learn or engage in 
sports effectively.

Here’s what you can do:
• Parents should be urged to take 
more responsibility for their 
children’s health.
• Parents and teachers should 
be alert to such things as changes 
in energy level, postural changes, 
moodiness, listlessness or any 
unusual signs that signal a 
problem that will impede learning. 
One of the observable signs is 
lack of interest in school activities.
• The structural balance of the 
child’s body should be considered. 
The school teacher will no doubt 
note the child’s posture, but that 
does not always indicate the 
structural integrity of the body. 

Comprehensive chiropractic 
examinations, including 

examinations of the 
spine, pelvis, neck and 

limbs should be 
recommended to avoid 

developmental problems.
• Incorporate posture 
awareness programs into 
your class projects.
Write for suggestions 

and materials.

AMERICAN CHIROPRACTIC 
ASSOCIATION

1916 WILSON BOULEVARD 
ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA 22201

ANSWER: Because growth 
and development can be 
affected by minor 
bumps, jars and falls.
Every year, thousands of struc­
tural health problems in students 
of grade and high school level go 
undetected even though teachers, 
coaches and physical education 
instructors watch for health 
irregularities which might interfere 
with a child’s physical perform­
ance and learning ability.

Part of their jobs? Not really.
It’s that extra sense of dedication 
that makes these already over­
worked public servants give 
children that extra attention. The 
“ school guardian” is responsible 
in many cases for the detection 
of potential health problems and 
the funneling of children to proper 
health authorities.

What most people don’t know 
is that most health problems are 
far too complex for the teacher 
to note. And with a busy schedule, 
the educator can’t be expected 
to have the time to screen 
problems that are beyond 
his or her scope of training, 
no matter how conscientious the 
teacher may be. The result: 
many children have health 
problems that retard their



about kids who took Advanced Placement Biology' than 
they did about Martians.”

In the midst of all this, Central Office administrators 
seem comically oblivious to the real world around 
them. They overlook the concerns of classroom 
teachers and myopically concentrate on the trivial. 
“Christ . . .  the place is going down the tube and he 
wants to see the bulletin boards. Lewis Carroll couldn’t 
improve on that one.” Long-distance decision making 
by those who know little or nothing about the realities 
of classroom teaching often exacerbated the already 
desperate environment. “The Board” developed un­
realistic inservice programs for teachers, ordered a rigid 
format for lesson plans, ignored teacher input concern­
ing questions on the final exam, and targeted teachers to 
suffer the brunt of the annual budget cuts. “If they can’t 
help us, why must they be a constant hindrance?” one 
teacher asked rhetorically. “Someone get them off our 
backs.”

If administrators were on teachers’ backs, the judicial 
system, in Natkins’ opinion, had her school in a strangle­
hold. Throughout the book, she deplores a court deci­
sion that resulted in what she describes as “emotionally 
handicapped children” being moved out of special and 
separate day schools and placed in her school: “Close to 
one hundred such children (more, we thought, than any 
other city school, but no one was sure), all with a 
history of emotional problems, many with a history of 
documented violent conduct, had been ‘mainstreamed’ 
into our school as a result of [a judicial] decree. Most of 
these youngsters ( ‘They can be volatile,’ Mary [the prin­
cipal] admitted ) were assigned to special homerooms in 
the math corridor, and the outcries from that depart­
ment were immediate, loud, heartfelt and never-ending. 
The CEH kids, said the math teachers bitterly, roamed 
the corridor, shouted profanities, banged on walls and 
doors, broke into classrooms and the teachers’ work­
room, fought with each other constantly, and menaced 
teachers and students entering, in, or leaving math class­
rooms.”

During an inservice training day to discuss the 
“needs” of these students, teachers left no doubt about 
their view of the judge’s long-distance decision making: 
“Why the hell don’t we get the judge into this building 
to see the result of his goddamned decision?” asked one. 
A nother sum m ed it up this way: “These kids . . .  
shouldn’t be handled in this school. They’re killing it.”

THROUGHOUT Our Last Term, teachers turned to 
their union for help and representation. The union 
building representative, who had the “classic thankless 

job” that nobody wanted, reacted to deviations from 
contractual language “much as Urban II might have 
reacted to blasphemy” but felt powerless to intervene in 
any situation that was not technically grievable. And 
many of the concerns the teachers had —  over such 
matters as safety violations, appropriate student place­
ment, and the enforcement of behavioral and academic 
standards — were not grievable; they were policy areas 
from which the union had been effectively shut out. It’s 
not that the union didn’t care about the interest of 
teachers and students. Rather, it’s that management 
monopolized the power to deliberate; delegated to ad­
ministrators the responsibility to implement; mandated

Central Office adm in istra tors seem ed  
com ically oblivions to the rea l w orld  

aro u n d  them.

that teachers do what they’re told; and left the union to 
grieve over a relatively narrow area. Natkins justly im­
plies that such a management model does not serve us 
well: It’s inefficient, ineffective, and in the wrong hands.

Like hired hands, in an education factory, teachers in 
Natkins’ school punch a time card. They cope with 
unrealistic directives, excessively relaxed standards, 
and a student population that often heaps vulgarity and 
violence upon them. They exist in an atmosphere of 
apathy, cynicism, and isolation. They lack not only sup­
plies and materials but also support and respect. Some 
have not only lost hope but have also internalized the 
negativism about teaching. Their self-image has been 
adversely affected: “Okay, w e’re secondary talents, at 
least most of us and I sure as hell couldn’t make it in the 
real world, but . . .  most of us try our damnedest and 
most of us care. What the hell good does it do? These 
days w e’re barely making a dent.” Yet despite the prob­
lems, Natkins and many of her colleagues maintain their 
enthusiasm for teaching and refuse to give up. “The 
school may have changed, but right and wrong haven’t, 
and I still know the difference between them,” one 
teacher proclaimed. “If I have to teach differently, I’ll 
teach differently,” insisted another, “but I’m going to 
teach!”

O UR LAST TERM is a plea for attention to what truly 
ails p u b lic  e d u ca tio n  in u rban  schools. It 

announces that, in the final analysis, teachers can make a 
difference if they secure a larger role in the governance 
of their schools. It is also a call for higher standards and 
greater accountability from every segment of the educa­
tional community.

Between the lines, Natkins shouts that teachers want 
to teach; that they expect administrators to help ensure 
an environment conducive to teaching and learning; 
that they, the teachers, are the true experts on educa­
tion; and that our public schools, with all their formid­
able problems, are salvageable. But those who would 
propose answers to our problems would do well to first 
consult teachers and learn what the right questions are.

Realism is often proportionate to the distance from 
the problem. And since most education experiments 
are doomed to succeed, education reformers should 
understand what teachers require to effectively meet 
the needs of students. Without greater attention to the 
concerns of the practitioners, education reform efforts 
will continue to flounder, and in our beleaguered 
schools it’ll be business as usual. □
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YOURS FOR THE TAPING.
For the first time ever, you can tape the National 

Geographic Specials for free.
And take your classes from the prehistoric swamps of 

Okefenokee. To the peaceful shores of the Chesapeake.
The mysterious mangroves of Borneo. To the ancient 

city of Jerusalem.
Each Special is produced by the National Geographic 

Society and WQED/Pittsburgh. And made possible by a grant 
from the people of Chevron.

Each is inspiring. Provocative. Entertaining.

Share them with your classes. With other teachers and 
school groups. Or show them in your school in a closed-circuit 
telecast. You can even send for a free guide, just packed with 
information and ideas.

There are, however, a few conditions.
First, you may make only one tape of each Special. 

W hich can’t be modified, rented, leased or sold. Or shown to 
paying audiences. And, most important, you may use your 
tapes only in nonprofit educational institutions. C tlG Vro n  

Be sure to check local listings for show times | 
on PBS. Then turn  on your classroom set.

And turn on some minds.

Chesapeake Borne Creatures o f the Mangrove Jerusalem: Within These Walls Realm o f the Alligator

January 15 February 12 March 12

For a free guide, write: National Geographic Specials, c/o Chevron, 742 Bancroft Way, Berkeley, CA 94710.

April 16

Copyright Chevron Corporation, 1985.



Letters
(Continued fro m  page 4)

pie thrive on buying now and paying 
later. Our children are raised to con­
sume, not produce. This is what our 
society is all about, and our schools 
merely reflect it.

Society has to decide if it is now 
ready to take the education of its 
children seriously. For the past three 
decades, students and teachers have 
been well aware that our society has 
given little priority to education. 
Now, after some thirty years of ne­
glect, the Excellence Commission 
has indeed spoken, but its findings 
should shock no one.

O ne has to w onder w hat our 
schools would have looked like to­
day if some of the billions and bil­
lions of dollars that were squandered 
in Vietnam by misguided political 
leaders had been applied instead to 
our children’s education. Can any­
one really believe that “esteem” of 
any kind is the fundamental issue in 
education today?

Providing quality education has 
little to do with “feel-good-now self­
esteem ” or “earned self-esteem .” 
Studies have consistently dem on­
strated that children will learn under 
a wide variety of conditions. To sug­
gest that teachers’ support of student 
self-esteem is somehow harmful to 
the education process is both sim­
plistic and misleading. If we are un­
able to define clearly the problems 
of today’s education  system, we 
certainly will be unable to solve 
them.

— M i c h a e l  N. G o r d o n  

Syosset, NY

The Winter 1985 issue of the Am er­
ican E ducator  contained a most 
provocative article on self-esteem. It 
is a truism that mediocrity of learn­
ing and low self-esteem produce stu­
dents with marginal skills for aca­
demic achievement. As a school so­
cial worker, I have observed that im­
proved self-esteem is not a prere­
quisite for effective learning. In­
creased self-esteem is the result of 
applied effort with reasonable suc­
cess in the acquisition of academic 
skills. Barbara Lerner is correct in 
saying that self-esteem has become a 
sort of sacred cow before which the 
demands of teachers’ expectations 
must yield to protect the “helpless”

students.
H o w e v er, in  th is  d e c a d e  of 

accountability, budget balancing, 
and botton-line performance objec­
tives, I am observing that the theory 
of self-esteem no longer holds its 
preem ptive clout in the grading, 
promotion, and graduation of stu­
dents who are deficient in skills. 
Competency testing for minimum 
skill-mastery is becoming increas­
ingly popular. The shopping mall 
high school, offering 450 electives, is 
a dangerous and subversive curricu­
lum yield ing to  the  w him s and 
comfort-zones of inadequately pre­
pared students.

As its major objective, schools are 
not in the business of teaching and 
protecting the self-esteem of stu­
dents. Academ ic and d iscip line 
standards should not be diluted to 
accommodate the students’ esteem 
of self. Effective learning of academic 
objectives will occur whenever the 
students feel the appropriate tension 
between what they presently know 
and what they are being challenged 
to  know. The effective teacher 
knows, by diagnosis, what appropri­
ate tension is necessary to stretch 
the students towards the grasping of 
a new  co n cep t. W ith the  righ t 
amount of stress, people perform at 
their peak level and become very 
productive.

I agree w ith  Barbara L erner’s 
thesis that low self-esteem is not cor­
rected by more and constant praise 
from the teacher. This violates the 
students’ integrity. The American 
educator’s paradox is: Focusing on 
students’ happiness will result in a 
grea ter num ber of unhappy stu­
dents.

Over the last twenty-five years, 
teachers have been informed by psy­
chological theorists to yield, protect, 
and maintain students’ well-being 
and adustment. What is it about our 
American culture that it prefers self­
esteem to academic achievement? 
“Pseudo” self-esteem acquired by in­
flated grades, praise, and rewards is 
like building a structure on sand—it 
will eventually collapse due to the 
test of time.

In our Declaration of Indepen­
dence, it is stated that we are all en­
dowed with the rights of life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness. Yet 
happiness, like self-esteem , still 
eludes us when we seek it primarily 
for its own sake. The authentically

educated person knows that the in­
trin s ic  rew ards com e from  the 
happiness of the learning pursuit, 
not vice versa.

— R o b e r t  M s c D o n a l d  

Dearborn Public Schools 
Dearborn, MI

Barbara Lerner makes an important 
error in her reasoning. She confuses 
praise and encouragement and con­
sequently muddies the already mur­
ky waters in which studies of chil­
dren’s self-esteem lie.

Encouragem ent is not another 
term for praise. Although both focus 
on positive behaviors, the result as 
well as the underlying movement of 
each is different.

Praise is a verbal reward that must 
be earned, is competitive, and fo­
cuses on production  of superior 
product. The communication to the 
child is “If you do something I con­
sider good, then you will be held 
high in my estimation.” Praise is only 
given for w ell-done, com pleted  
tasks. Praise is a covert method of 
controlling children by inducing 
them to live up to particular external 
standards.

Encouragement is given freely in 
response to a child’s effort, no t p rod­
uct. I t  fo c u s e s  on  a sse ts  and 
strengths. It recognizes the con­
tributions children make as opposed 
to the status they achieve with their 
product. It teaches children that 
they are valued for who they are, that 
they are good enough as they are, 
and that they do not have to be su­
perior to others.

E ncouragem en t can be given 
when children feel low, praise can­
not. Encouragement can be given 
when children fail, praise cannot. 
Encouragement instills faith in per­
sonal power, individual power.

A focus on praise instills external 
controls in the child. As a result, 
when the praise is not forthcoming, 
the child stops striving for achieve­
ment. A focus on encouragement in­
stills an internal control in the child. 
It helps ensure  that self-esteem  
grows. It helps foster “earned self­
esteem ” and con tinued  achieve­
ment. Through the systematic appli­
cation of encouragement, teachers 
can more effectively foster the type 
of self-esteem Lerner sees as neces­
sary to intellectual development.

— D a v id  J. C a r e y , P sy .D .

Prospect, CT
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Learning 86 16.00 9.90
Lefthander 15.00 12.95
Life 32.50
Lottery Players Mag 18.00 11.98 
MM"(Civilized Man):10 iss 14.95 
Medical Update 12.00 9.95
Media I Methods 24.00 18.00 
Metropolitan Home 15.00 7.50 
Mccalls 11.95
Modern Photography 13.98 6.99 
Modern Screen 14.70 11.70
Money 29.95 19.95
Mother Earth News 18.00
Mother Jones 18.00 12.00
Motor Trend 13.94 7.97
Motorboating/Sai1ing 15.97

USUAL YOUR
PUBLICATION PRICE PRICE

Motorcyclist 11.94 6.97
MS Magazine 16.00 10.97
Muscle & Fitness 29.95
Musician 18.00 10.97
The Nation (24 iss.) 9.95
National Geographic 16.50
National Lampoon 11.95 9.95
National Law Journal 55.00 27.50
National Racquetball 16.00
Nation's Business 22.00 12.97
Natural History 20.00 13.95
Needle 4 Thread 14.00 10.50 
Needlecrft for Today 14.00 10.50
New Age Journal 18.00 15.00
New England Living 9.99 7.99
New Republic 48.00 28.00
New Shelter 10.97 9.97
New York Magazine 33.00 19.98
New York Alive 14.00 8.95
N.Y.Review of Books 28.00 25.95
New Yorker 32.00 20.00

2 yrs. 40.00
Newsweek 41.00 21.80

2 yrs. 43.60
New Woman: 10 iss 12.50 9.97
Old House Journal 16.00 13.95
Omni 24.00 15.96
1001 Home Ideas 22.00 11.00
Opera News 30.00
Organic Gardening 12.97 9.97
Outdoor Life 13.94 7.97
Outside: 10 iss 16.00 8.97
Ovation 16.00 8.00
Parents 18.00 11.95
Penthouse 36.00 30.00
People 56.50 28.25 
Pet'sen Photographic 13.94 6.97 
Playbill (Broadway Shows) 15.00
Playboy 25.00 21.50
Playgirl 20.00 17.50
Popular Bridge 9.95 7.95
Popular Hot Rodding 15.00
Popular Mechanics 13.97
Popular Photography 12.00 5.99
Popular Science 13.94 7.97
Present Tense 14.00 9.77
Prevention 13.97
Progressive 23.50 18.50
Psychology Today 16.00 12.97 
Quick & Easy Crochet 18.00 9.97
Radio Electronics 15.97 12.97
Reader's Digest 15.41
Road & Track 17.94 12.99
Rock Video 21.98
Rolling Stone 19.95 17.95
The Runner 17.00 8.97
Runner's World 19.95 12.97
Sail 21.75 17.95 
Salt Water Sportsman 19.95 16.95
Saturday Evening Post 12.97
Saturday Review 16.00 12.00
Savvy Magazine 12.00 6.00
Science '86 18.00 13.95
Science Digest 13.97
The Sciences 12.00
Scientific American 24.00
Seventeen 13.95
73 (Amateur Radio) 24.97 21.97

PUBLICATION
Shape:6 iss 
Signature 
Ski
Skiing 
Skin Diver 
Soap Opera Digest

USUAL YOUR 
PRICE PRICE
10.00 8.97 

17.95
9.94 6.97
10.00 4.99 
13.94 7.97
39.00 29.75

Soccer Digest:6 iss 7.95 5.97
Sport 12.00 7.97 
Sporting News:24 iss 22.00 11.97
Sports Afield 13.97
Sports Fitness 26.50
Sports Illustrated: 58.80 29.45

2 Yrs. 58.87
The Sports Journal 20.00
Stamps 16.50 15.95
The Star 32.00 19.98
Stereo Review 10.00 4.99
Stereophile 20.00 14.97
Success Magazine 14.00 8.97
Super Chevy 15.00
Superfit 14.97 9.97
Tax Hotllne:6 iss 9.99
Teen 12.95 7.95
Teenage 17.95 14.95
Teen Beat 11.95 10.95
Tennis 17.94 8.97
Theatre Crafts 24.00 14.95
Time 50 wks 58.25 28.00

100 wks 56.00
Total Health 9.00
Town and Country 24.00
Tours & Resorts 12.00 9.97
Trailer Life 16.00
Track & Field News 22.00
Travel & Leisure 20.00 18.00
True Story 14.95 8.97
TV Guide 31.20 26.00
Twilight Zone 15.50 11.97
Ultrasport 13.50 10.97
USA Today 92.00 78.00
U.S. News and World Report
(Educators only) 41.00 20.50

U.S.News Washington Letter 39.00
US Magazine 23.95 14.95
Vegetarian Times 19.95 14.95
Venture 18.00 9.00
Video 15.00 7.50
Video Review 12.00 6.97
Village Voice 32.76 22.00
“W" Magazine 26.00 17.95
Wash.Journal ism Review 22.00 
Wash. Post Nat*1 Weekly 52.00
Weight Watchers 13.97 11.97 
W.Coast Rev.of Books 12.00 8.94
Wind Surf Magazine 19.00 17.95 
Wlnnlng(Bicyc.Raclng)19.95 17.95
Women's Sports 12.95 8.95
Workbasket 6.00 5.00
Workbench 6.00 5.00
Working Mother 11.95 9.95
Working Woman 16.00 15.00
World Press Review 16.95 14.98
World Tennis 15.94 7.97
Writer's Digest:91ss 9.97 
Yacht Racing & Cruising 21.75
Yachting 20.00 16.97
Yankee (Colonial) 15.00 12.95 
YM (Young Miss Mag.) 14.00 10.95

AFT SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES, Box 258 
9 Northern Blvd., Greenvale, N.Y. 11548
MAIL MAGAZINES TO: Please make check payable to: AFTSS

N A M E  _

ADDRESS- 

CITY_____ .STATE. -ZIP.
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YEAR OF GRADUATION 
or FACULTY POSITION —

P LE A S E  S E N D  T H E  F O L L O W IN G  M A G A Z IN E S : 
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AM subscriptions are foe one yeat  unless otherwise noted TOT At
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PROMOTE PRIDE, 
PROFESSIONALISM 

AND ENRICH INSTRUCTION
with AFT’s Images of Ellis Island Program

Celebrate liberty and our nation’s rich immigration history with AFT’s Images o f  Ellis Island business partnership 
project.

Schools can receive these exciting education materials plus authentic artwork by Phillip Ratner, a former teacher 
whose works are on permanent display at the Statue of Liberty and the soon-to-be-renovated museum at Ellis Island:

• Lesson guides • Slide shows
• Books • Video production
• Posters and calendars • Coloring books
• Hundreds of one-of-a-kind • Original lithographs 

photos from Ellis Island •  Bronze sculptures

Learn more about tapping resources in the local business community to provide schools with timely and valuable 
materials. Call AFT Public Relations (202-879-4458) to receive an information kit.

American Federation of Teachers 
555 New Jersey Ave., N.W. 
Washington, DC 20001
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