Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

Books in Review

Ed School Follies: The Miseducation Of America’s Teachers

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July 1992): 54-56.

The Blackboard Bungle

Ed School Follies: The Miseducation Of Am erica’s

Teachers. By RITA KRAMER. Free Press. 228 pp. $22.95.

Reviewed by Charles L. Glenn

IN HER LIVE LY new stud ybased upon fourteen schools of education across the countr y, Rita Kramer skewers two quite distinct for ms of folly.

One for m of follyis the attempt b ya few of the faculty whose classes she observed to make the classes occasions for political indoctrination so that future teachers will seek social change through influencing children in their classroo ms. T he superficiality of much o f the "radical" teaching is pitiful; as Kramer notes, "T hese student teachers are being enco uraged to ’transfor m’ a world theykno w almost nothing about, either in the co mp lexityof its present arrangements or the vario us routes b ywhich it became the way it is."

Her verbatimaccounts o f classes in which professors seek to elicit radical critiques of American societyfro mtheir resistant students are grimlyamusing; these represent a small minorityo f the classes described, ho wever. Early notices of Kramer ’s book suggesting that she focuses primarily on this issue do not do justice to the breadth of issues that she raises. I ndeed, Kramer ’s co nclusion that

"among teacher -educators today, the goal of schooling is not considered to be instructional, let alone intellectual, but political," is simplynot borne out b yher o wn observatio ns, which make it clear that students in the more prestigious schools of education arrive there with the fashionably progressive attitudes that she deplores, while those in the

less prestigious schools paylittle attentio n to the efforts o f their professors to radicalize them.

T he more serious for mo f folly is what Kramer perceives as a lack of seriousness in the culture of schools of education about the teaching of solid content. She finds evidence o f this in facultypresentations and also in the discussio ns she was able to observe among student teachers, who "talk about things like feeling, warmth, empathymore than they do about skills, training, discipline." Like many critics before her, Kramer deplores the stress of American education upon self-esteem and social adjustment rather than upon " master y of language, symbol, and abstract thought."

T HAT , surely, is a serious charge, if proven. T here is nothing wro ng with a sense of one’s o wn intrinsic worth, of course, but it is the proper business of schools to help their pupils take a justified pride in their actual acco mplishments in relation to their reason for being in school: developing

"master y of language, symbol, and abstract tho ught." If schools instead pro mote cotton-cand yself-esteem, all sweetness and air, theyprovide empty calories in place of solid nourishment.

It is to be feared that manyschools are doing just that

(though not onlythat), and that theyare cheered on b yso me school of educatio n faculty. But in assuming that the latter are the source of feel-good education, Kramer attributes too much po wer to institutio ns that are ver ymuch the creatures of their environment, needing to attract student tuitions and public or private funding through offering whatever is in current fashion.

No careful reader of her observations, indeed, could co me away with a belief that there is a "school-of-education agenda" being impo sed upon American schools. Not only are the institutions that she describes ver ydifferent in style and goals, but within each she found sharp differences among faculty, including those teaching parallel sections o f the same course.

Her stud yitself provides evidence of deeper problems with

American education that will not be solved b y" ed school bashing." T he blame for lo wexpectatio ns, for " lite learning" in our schools, sho uld not be pinned on schools of education, tho ugh theyhave done too much to give it a patina of intellectual justification. T he real underlying condition is that we Americans simplydo not expect enough intellectual effort fro mour children and are co mplacent about the level of work theydo in school, as Chester Finn has argued po wer fullyin We Must T ake Charge. T his complacencyis the heart of the problem. We want our children to be happ ywithout effort, to be mello w rather than to kno w the joyof disciplined and well-fur nished minds.

We want o ur children’s teacher s to exhibit "feeling, war mth, empathy" more than we want them to possess advanced degrees in academic subjects.

Schools of education produce the teachers that American schools and parents, in the great majority, call for. T his is no excuse; theymust find ways to do better, though it will require convincing their o wn students, as well as the school administrators who will one dayemplo y them, to think about education in more intellectuallydemanding ter ms.

Let us stipulate that it wo uld be in the national interest for

American schools to beco me more serio us about teaching content-languages, histor y, sciences-and the mental discipline to make good use of it. Let us also assume that parents can be persuaded to insist upon more demanding schools, and to enforce that insistence through so me combinatio n of school choice and the political process. Ho w wo uld the preparation of teachers have to change?

T he starting point wo uld be to make again the fundamental distinction between elementary and secondar yeducation that has beco me blurred in recent decades. Kramer mentions this distinction several times in passing, but her accounts of ed school practice do not make sufficiently clear to which level of schooling her particular observations apply. After all, for the teacher of young children, " ’lo ving kids’ as the mo tive for choosing a teaching career, the idea that . . .

school should provide ’a war m, caring environment, ’ " is not far off base. It is the application of this assumption "at ever y level" (the words represented b ythe ellipsis) that causes problems. American elementar yschools are actuallypretty good, byinternatio nal standards; it is our seco ndar yschools that are in profound trouble.

ELEMENT ARY SCHOOL teachers in the United States as in other nations are typ icallyprepared for their work in undergrad uate programs that do not require prior completion of a degree in so me other field. Such programs are no w under attack fro mthose who wo uld eliminate undergraduate teacher preparation programs altogether-mo tivated more,

perhaps, bya concer n with the professional status of teachers than with their co mpetence. T he fashionable putdo wn of co urses that develop skills in teaching is unjustified; manyo f them-as Kramer ’s observations make clear-are excellent. Amo ng her conclusions, then, is that

"there is roomfor an upgraded undergrad uate education major for teachers of primar y/elementar ygrades only."

Secondar yeducatio n is-or should be-a fundamentally different enterprise, much more focused upon the co ntent that is to be mastered. While teachers in seco ndar yschools should also, presumably, have a real affection for youth and strive to create a supportive climate based on genuine respect, we have a right to expect of them in addition a broad kno wledge o f so me academic discipline, as well as an understanding of ho w that discipline is learned, which is b y no means the same thing.

T he first part of the prescription should be satisfied b yan undergrad uate course of stud y in liberal arts, though it is not clear that graduates todayin histor y, for example, possess broad historical kno wledge and a feel for the discipline; they mayhave been side-tracked earlyinto so me politically fashionable specialization. A year of graduate work with a focus upon the different ways in which adolescents learn, together with supervised practice teaching, wo uld give them the survival skills to be effective teachers. Manyschools of education no w o ffer a Master of Arts in T eaching degree that build s upon a liberal arts major; byall acco unts, students are highlymotivated and receive solid professional training.

T hus far, Kramer ’s observations are sound (as well as lively and interesting ), and her recommendations well within the direction in which teacher preparation is alread ymo ving. It is when she ventures beyo nd what she saw in the schools of education to join in the sport of indicting American education in general that she falls into over-broad generalization that-who kno ws ?-ma y be the result of too many hours of exposure to teaching that lacked intellectual rigor.

She is o ffended that a goal of American educatio n is "to make sure ever yone gets a passing grade," as though that were in essential opposition to the goal of producing

"individuals capable of effort and master y," and she deplores the current emp hasis upon supporting students with various kinds of educatio nal disabilities as though that were to blame for the lack of seriousness about challenging the mo st academicallytalented.

It cannot, surely, be an appropriate goal of anyeducation systemto fail students, nor would the failure of so me indicate that other students were receiving a first-rate education. We are right to seek to make the education of each student a success, for each will be part of our societyas burden or blessing for many years. Our mistake has been the failure to develop with sufficient thoughtfulness alternate paths to and measures of success. Most students in

American secondar yschools take so me versio n of a collegepreparatoryprogram, dumbed-do wn for manyto a parodyof academic rigor.

GERM AN EDUCAT ION, bycontrast, sorts pupils o ut after the fo urth grade into for ms of schooling of greater or lesser academic challenge, but provides a more coherent alternative course of stud y than we do for those who are not going on to so me for mo f higher education, one that is completed b ya well-designed apprenticeship. T here are problems with the Ger man model, too, but it sho ws that schooling can be organized with the goal that ever ystudent be successful, though not b ythe same standards, while maintaining unapologeticallyhigh standards for so me.

Rita Kramer has written a challenging book, and her verbatimdescriptions of classes and conversations in schools of education are well wor th reading. Her touch becomes unsure when she attemp ts, through that limited perspective, to drawco nclusions about the ills of American education and then to prescribe fundamental refor ms. T his is not a book to put beside the important recent studies b y

Chester Finn, T ho mas T och, or Edward Fiske, but it throws a valuable light on the limitations (and so me of the strengths) of teacher preparation.

CHARLE S L. GLENN was recently appointed Professor of

Ad ministratio n, T raining, and PolicyStudies at Boston

University School of Education.

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com