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Introduction
A few years ago the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE) was scheduled to visit my university. Anyone
who has gone through this process knows that it takes months,
sometimes years, to put together the mountains of paperwork
required for this review. The process is taken very seriously (as it
should be). Literally thousands of hours and dollars go into this
activity. One of the things required from a college of education
under review is a theme. This theme sets the tone for what the
college says it does to prepare teaching professionals. Courses,
objectives, procedures, and outcomes all emanate from the theme.
My idea for our theme, “The Teacher as a Learner,” was not
selected. Since I consider myself a teacher in good standing
(meaning I never throw anything away) and I considered it a very
good theme, I kept my idea packed away to use another time. This
paper strikes me as the appropriate opportunity.

Learning is Fundamental to Teaching
In a review of educational themes, the word practitioner pops up
most often as what schools/colleges of education attempt to prepare
in the pre-service experience. Sometimes we prepare practitioners to
be reflective, or innovative, or curious, or scholarly, or to be child
advocates. Some programs contend that they do all of the above.
They also claim that these practitioners are prepared in consultation
with the schools, agencies, or organizations that employ the
graduates. I cannot remember attending an educational conference
in recent years that did not have on its program presentations of
how a collaboration works or a description of a “new” collaborative
model. No teacher preparation program worthy of accreditation
approval will admit to developing programs for prospective
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teachers who are not going to do what the schools want them to do.
The Professional Development School concept has taken on a
leadership role in demonstrating how collaboration best prepares an
able practitioner. However, a question remains: We collaborate to
do what? Since most programs are heavily loaded with courses on
how to teach, it can be assumed that our collaborative efforts are
aimed at helping teachers do things rather than at reflecting on why
we do what we do or to whom these activities are targeted, namely
the student or prospective teacher. I would argue that in addition to
working on teaching methods and classroom management, we
might consider learning or studying about three other variables.

1. Learning about self. The pre-service and induction periods are
excellent times to consider personal motives for entering the
profession. For example, what is it about teaching and learning
that excites the practitioner? In the last few years teaching has
experienced a larger-than-normal number of burnouts.
Educators are leaving the profession for a variety of reasons,
e.g., stress; lack of parental, collegial, or administrative support;
fatigue; frustration with the teaching/learning environment
(read almost anything by Jonathan Kozol); better opportunities;
or a variety of other reasons. Teaching has never been nor will
it ever be easy. In a world of too much violence, too many
drugs, a heavy aroma of societal cynicism toward schools, and
various degrees of governmental and community support, it is
sometimes difficult to remember that teaching is fun,
rewarding, challenging, and a great way to spend a career.
Helping our young professionals come to grips with their own
personal agendas can be significant in building a more positive
and long-lasting educator. Pre-service and induction programs
assist the inexperienced in getting a taste of reality. Staying the
course requires a personal commitment to one’s self as well as
to the students one serves.

2. Learning about others. Teachers are taught to teach content or
subject matter. We evaluate our students on their acquisition of
this content. Articles are printed in a variety of publications
about how well or how poorly our students do in comparison
to students in other countries, states, communities, school
systems, or classrooms. Teachers and administrators have
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learned that rewards and punishments are given out on the
basis of academic test scores. Many believe that by raising
academic standards for both students and teachers, better
schools will surely follow. A call for higher standards is now
the clarion call inside and outside the profession. Obviously,
more is better—more content, more rigor, higher expectations,
more money, more support, more, more, more. Support for
these measures can be found in reviewing some of the goals
articulated in the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, signed into
law by President Clinton in 1994. Of the eight goals, let us
examine just two.

Goal 3, “Student Achievement and Citizenship: All
students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having
demonstrated competency in challenging subject matter
including English, mathematics, science, foreign languages,
civics and government, economics, art, history and
geography; and every school in America will ensure that
all students learn to use their minds well, so they may be
prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and
productive employment in our nation’s modern economy.”

Goal 4, “Mathematics and Science: United States students
will be first in the world in mathematics and science
achievement.”

There is much to do in the next two years if we are to
accomplish these national goals. Also consider that there are six
other goals to achieve. A Herculean task or, if you prefer, a task
for Zena. (We must keep this politically correct.) Goals, which
were originals conceptualized in a politically bipartisan
atmosphere, are now being amended by conservatives of all
affiliations. There is concern that these goals are potentially
anti-family, pro-bureaucracy, unmanageable, too expensive,
impractical, fattening, and high in cholesterol.

What seems to be getting lost in the debate on goals and
standards is any discussion of children and families. The call
for increased vigor assumes that all learners require the same
body of knowledge and skills to succeed. An assumption is
made that these generic learners, who are faceless, are all
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heading in the same direction to a clearly defined future. Even
though the word outcome is now considered “subversive,” it is
clear that all learning objectives will begin with “All children
will . . .” Is it any wonder that these goals seem unattainable?
Are we to assume that all of our children arrive in school from
homes that nurture, support, and value these goals? That they
will all go to college? That they will all need the same skills for
future employment? That the employment market will require
similar skills from all of us? Has anyone thought to ask
students and their parents about how they see the world? There
may be a significant difference between what bureaucrats and
business leaders desire and what individuals value. It is my
view that effective teachers will attempt to blend national goals
with those of the learner and his or her family. Prospective
teachers and new initiates will require mentoring by those in
and out of the profession who best exemplify this vision of
schooling.

Parents come in all shapes and sizes. The ability to produce
children does not guarantee an environment of support, love,
caring, and clarity of purpose. Even though some of our single-
parent homes are excellent, we still have too many children
being brought up in the absence of a mother, or father, or other
caring adult in their daily lives. Effective teachers must, to the
best of their abilities, know and understand the culture of the
parent as well as the culture of the community that houses
these families.

All of us at one time or another have attended school. Because
we have participated, some of us actually believe that we know
what teachers do. Many people support the schools because
they have personal knowledge of how education can play a
pivotal role in formulating a successful life. Others blame the
schools for their personal lack of success. Many parents believe
that the teaching profession is to be admired and respected.
Others believe quite a different thing.

A course entitled “School and Society” is usually taught at the
undergraduate level. What is infrequently taught is how this
society influences the curriculum of the school as well as
educational decision making. How the lay public supports its
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schools and teachers is fundamental to what happens in the
classrooms. The ever-growing number of children being home
schooled, the rapid growth of charter schools, and the
privatization of many schools are prime examples of how
people outside of public education are influencing the future of
the profession. Learning about these and other issues must go
beyond a single course. It should be a basic component for all
pre-service and induction programs.

3. Learning about the profession. I am amazed by how little some
educators know about their chosen profession. So few of us
seem to be active members of any of our professional
organizations. Most of my time is spent with practicing teachers
and administrators. Many of them are not aware of the
literature, ideas, or trends being produced in their fields. Many
have not seen a lot of the “new” materials being produced. Not
everything that is new is always good, but not being aware of
what is available is inexcusable. Some people outside of the
profession suggest that educators are not being properly
prepared or that the induction period does not permit proper
preparation to occur. My own explanation is that teachers are
being developed to deal with “now” issues. Writing and exe-
cuting a lesson plan is a “now” activity. Managing a classroom
is a “now” activity. Dealing with concerned parents or, better
yet, parents positively involved in the school is not a “now”
activity. It is assumed that this skill is learned on the job over
time. Filling out reports is a “now” activity. Creating classroom
projects is a “now” activity. Developing a portfolio is a “now”
activity. Disciplining kids is a “now” activity. Learning what
you can do with little or no budget is not a “now” activity. This
skill, too, is normally learned over the course of a career. A
profession grows when it spends appropriate time studying
itself, its strengths and weaknesses, and, especially, its
aspirations. It does not grow when the majority of time is spent
preparing its personnel to merely survive in a system, looking
only at today and not at tomorrow. The educator in the new
millennium will be in an old profession but an ever-changing
one. Pre-service, mentoring, and staff development activities
must lead the way as we foster the developing professional.
Knowing who and what we are is essential to this mandate.
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The Role of Action Research
Years ago parents and teachers were society’s heroes. Children
looked up to those whose values warranted emulation. This
perspective is in contrast to those people who today value how fast
we run, how high we jump, how far we throw a football, or how
much money an individual accumulates. Teachers were never
considered highly paid, but they were respected for their
contributions to a grateful community. Reestablishing the teacher as
a figure to be respected will take a gargantuan change of societal
attitudes. Keep in mind that many who select alternatives to public
education do so out of a dissatisfaction with public education and
especially with those who teach in it. At the expense of
overstatement, much of this situation stems from society’s emphasis
on test scores as the determinant of quality (see Biddle and
Berliner's book, The Manufactured Crisis).

Teachers are role models. If this statement is true, we want our
students to practice what we preach. What is it we should practice?

a. We should be problem solvers. Those who solve problems
know how to collect information, work with others in proces-
sing that data, and work logically to draw correct conclusions.

b. We should be scholars. Scholars do more than tell. Scholars
know how to investigate, use the library, access technology,
and, above all, listen. Scholars listen!

c. We should ask questions. Traditionally teachers answer
questions. Keeping in mind that education is more a process of
uncovering than of covering, effective questioners dig for
information. They are not satisfied with the easy answers or
generalities. They deal with information, not supposition or
rumor.

d. We should be curricularists, not technicians. Technicians get
caught up in the mechanics of the problem. They want to know
how things work. Curricularists want to know why things
work. Curricularists are caught up in attempting to find out
about the relationships between and among people and topics.
Pablo Casals, the Spanish cellist, conductor, and composer, had
it right when he observed, “Each second we live in a new and
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unique moment of the universe, a moment that never was
before and never will be again. And what do we teach our
children in school? We teach them that two and two make four
and that Paris is the capital of France.”

If we get caught up in only thinking about getting on the Internet
without fully recognizing our role as users of that technology, we
have missed out on a golden opportunity to demonstrate our
commitment to be shapers of society, not victims of it.

The ability to follow through on the above suggestions will require
some rethinking of our induction and mentoring programs. Being
an action researcher will require skills infrequently taught in our
pre-service or in-service programs. It will demand that we know
more about the teaching-learning process and less about the
mechanics of teaching. We will be asking our prospective teachers
to study and learn, not just do. We will expect our mentor-teachers
to further demonstrate how being an active researcher not only
enhances what children will learn but also teaches them habits that
are lasting.

Summary
Teaching is a human experience. It has been said that “you teach
what you are.” Teachers should be examples of how learning works.
We inquire, explore, examine, process, and consider. We value
people over things and excitement over test results. We are fully
aware that we compete in a global society. We also know that
competition thrives on the ability to work together for common
goals rather than pulling in separate directions. Schools and colleges
of education should encourage these behaviors from their
professors as well as from their students. State departments of
education should urge institutions that prepare teachers to
emphasize, or at least encourage, deductive and inductive
instruction. Schools with mentoring programs must help the
newcomer make a comfortable transition from theory to practice,
always stressing both the affective as well as the cognitive
dimensions of teaching.
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