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Finding the Teachers of 

Tomorrow in the Face of 

Necessary Reforms
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Adam Urbanski is President of the Rochester Teachers Association and a Vice President of 

the American Federation of Teachers Rochester, New York, affi liate.

The education reform movement, which is now a couple of decades old, 

has yielded some results, but we are far from finished.  It seems to me that 

things today are more like yesterday than they’ve ever been before, despite 

our efforts.  In this report, I put the whole notion of attracting and retaining 

teachers and combining teacher professionalism with teacher accountability 

into a context.  And that context is life, not only that of educators, but more 

importantly, of students.  I’ll use some provocative studies to reveal a concise 

summary of 30 years of learning.  Some of that learning was rather painful, 

and I’ll exhibit some biases that I acquired along the way.  I’ll be very overt 

about them. 

Factors Affecting Student Learning

To begin, I believe that we should not continue to promise more than we can 

accomplish.  The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future 

revealed in its 1996 publication What Matters Most:  Teaching for America’s 

Future that the largest factors in children’s learning—their home and family 

situations—are not even within the direct control of schools and educators 

(Figure 1).  However, no one should use this as an excuse to eschew high 

expectations of all children, because poverty, even dire poverty, does not 

have a deterministic impact on learning.  I know that from personal experi-

ence and as a teacher in an urban school district for 30 years.  Poverty does 

not have a deterministic impact, but it is absolutely foolish and irresponsible 

to ignore the fact that nonschool factors are important.  If unaddressed, these 

factors present predictable impediments to learning.  
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However, whatever can be predicted can also be prevented.  If we’re going 

to maximize that which we can control, children who live in poverty need 

attention to factors that are not directly within the control of the school.  A 

much larger problem that sound research suggests comes very close to being 

deterministic is concentrated poverty.  There is a difference between a single 

child’s poverty and the concentration of poor children in a small area.  We 

assume that students from areas of concentrated poverty lead a different life 

and therefore cannot meet the same high expectations we hold for others, 

and to permit that assumption is a collective social sin.  I think it’s the respon-

sibility of every caring citizen to worry about concentrated poverty.

Students’ homes and families matter, but of all the factors that are within our 

direct control, nothing matters more than the knowledge and the skills of 

the teacher.  Essentially, the attracting, retaining, and nurturing of teachers is 

inordinately important.  I sometimes have a tough job selling this fact to my 

colleagues, because teachers intuitively react very negatively to the results of 

this study.  They respond, “Class size, only 8 percent?  I’m a teacher every 

day and the single thing that you could do to help me most would be to 

reduce my class size.”  I implore them to think carefully, with an open mind, 

about the results of this study.  Which matters more, knowledge and skills 

of the teacher, or class size?  Suppose I’m a teacher here in Chicago, and 
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Influences on Student Achievement
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suppose I teach math, and suppose I have 30 kids in my class, and suppose 

I don’t know math, and suppose you cut my class size in half.  I respectfully 

suggest that the 15 students who benefit are the 15 who left, not the 15 who 

stayed.  

So, does class size matter?  Yes it does.  But it only matters if you start with 

the essential ingredient in an education environment and that is a knowl-

edgeable, skilled, and caring teacher.  Unfortunately, there are lots of knowl-

edgeable and skilled teachers who are ineffective because they don’t have 

the kind of professionalism that according to Tom Sergiovanni, senior fellow 

at the Center for Educational Leadership at Trinity University, includes not 

only expertise in subject matter, but also morality.  Sergiovanni states that in 

education, professionalism ought to be defined as expertness plus morality.  

In other words, unless you care about the student as you would about your 

own son or daughter, you are not a professional.  So what of a teacher who 

says, “If you don’t want to do homework, that’s okay with me, as long as 

you’re willing to accept a zero, it’s your choice”?  Would I say that to my son?  

I would say, “You don’t want to do what?  In my house?  And call me your 

father?  You’re going to do homework before you eat.  Before you sleep.  

But you’re going to do homework.”  Sergiovanni argues that, as teachers, we 

must do the same for our students.

Effects of Education Investments

Another important issue in education reform is the allocation of financial 

resources.  How can you get the most bang for your buck?  Well, you do 

get a return for lowering pupil-to-teacher ratios (Figure 2).  You get a much 

greater return if you reduce class size, or adult-to-child ratios, in the lower 

grades than you do in the higher grades.  As a matter of fact, in higher 

grades, sometimes it’s an absolute waste of money to reduce class size.  For 

example, reducing class size for a social studies teacher who lectures all the 

time is unnecessary.  Lecturing is just as effective with 300 students as it is 

with 30.  However, it is not a waste of time to reduce class size in a prekin-

dergarten class or kindergarten or first grade.  You get results.  You also get 

results if you reduce class size for high school English classes, because then 

teachers can actually read the students’ papers instead of just checking them 

off.  It’s physically impossible to do right by kids in high school under the cur-

rent conditions when you’re teaching English.  You really can’t.  You pretend, 

you glance over.  It is the same as the difference between solid wood and 

veneer, trust me on this one.  Teachers know how to write it up or put on 

a show when they’re being evaluated, but the fact is that it’s impossible to 

teach English effectively under current conditions.

Finding the Teachers of Tomorrow
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You also get a bigger return by increasing teacher salaries.  Increasing teacher 

salaries is a way to improve learning for children for reasons that are obvious.  

If you don’t pay competitive salaries you will get fewer people who otherwise 

would go into teaching because they simply can’t afford to. 

Even more important than increasing salaries, though, is increasing teacher 

experience.  This is not referring to just longevity; it’s not true that a 30-year 

teacher is always better than a second-year teacher.  We must focus not only 

on teachers’ experience as longevity, but also on lateral experience, observ-

ing other teachers, and other outside learning, such as at conferences and 

through professional development.

But the biggest return clearly comes from increasing teacher knowledge.  If 

you want me to teach better than I am already teaching, you have a choice 

of several strategies.  You can try to offer me a carrot; you can tell me that if 

I do a better job I’ll get $2,000 more.  However, that strategy happens to be 

a total mismatch with the culture of teaching.  Anybody who promotes merit 

pay must already be assuming that I can do a better job, and I’m just holding 

out until there is enough in it for me.  That’s not why people go into teaching.  

Nobody goes into teaching expecting to become a millionaire.  We go into 

teaching for other reasons, although we do require appropriate remunera-

tion, no less than any other citizen.  

Urbanski

Figure 2

Effects of Educational Investment
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Teacher knowledge, especially in certain subject areas, must be increased.  If 

you send your child to a typical American public high school, your child has a 

22 percent chance of ending up with a teacher who has neither majored nor 

minored in the subject being taught.  There is a 55 percent chance that some-

one teaching physical sciences has not majored or minored in the subject 

(Figure 3).  There are fewer fully certificated physics teachers in America’s 

high schools than there are school districts.  Physics teachers are now shared 

by many rural school districts.  Physics teachers are becoming tele-professors.  

They’re commanding sign-up bonuses.  We simply must have more knowl-

edgeable teachers of physics.

Finding the Teachers of Tomorrow
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Unfortunately, this problem is even more pronounced in poor school districts 

(Figure 4).  It’s a matter of lack of equity:  students who need good teaching 

the most are the least likely to get it.  The relationship between excellence 

and equity has always fascinated me in this country, because we talk as if 

they were two separate things.  Frankly, excellence without equity is not 

excellence, it is privilege.  And equity without excellence is not equity, it’s 

tokenism.  The two are one; it’s dangerous for any society to separate them.  

I refer you to the work of a former University of Chicago scholar, William 

Julius Wilson, in a book called The Truly Disadvantaged.  He argues that one 

of the worst things we could do, one of the least effective approaches we 

could take to promote equity, is to talk about “them.”  In other words, we 

Urbanski
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shouldn’t define what good schools are for black children, or poor children, 

or Latino children.  The best, most effective strategy is to promote what good 

schools are, period.  Good for everyone.  If you segregate some group and 

target them for equity, the unavoidable message to everybody else is:  that’s 

about them, that’s not about us.  You can’t build a movement that way.  Our 

mission must be good schools for everyone.

Hallmarks of a Genuine Profession

The following are the hallmarks of a genuine profession.  They are generic, 

and could be applied to teaching, administration, and most other profes-

sions.

 1. Shared knowledge base.  Right now, many educators can’t tell you 

what it is that teachers should know and be able to do.  The public 

believes that all you have to do to be a good teacher is to love to 

teach.  Albert Shanker, former AFT president, said that this would 

be like saying all you have to do to be a good surgeon is to love to 

cut.  The knowledge base of a teacher should include knowledge of 

specific subject matter, pedagogy, human development, and how 

the brain works.

 2. High and rigorous standards.  Teachers should be not only part of 

setting the standards, they should be a party to enforcing these 

standards.  I believe in peer review.  I believe that nobody knows 

the difference between good teaching and bad teaching more than 

the best teachers themselves.  There is nothing wrong with teachers 

passing judgment on their peers—absolutely nothing.  It’s not anti-

union; it’s the essence of unionism.  Unions started as trade guilds 

centuries ago in central Europe.  They had provisions in their bylaws 

stating that any practitioner who presents a danger to the safety or 

reputation of fellow practitioners should be recalled.  The profes-

sionals themselves were the ones who determined and enforced 

standards for practice.

 3. Professional preparation.  Subject matter must not be neglected.  I 

think it’s as important for first-grade teachers to be mathematicians 

as it is for eleventh-grade teachers.

 4. Induction.  Beginning teachers must acquire skills through mentoring 

so that teachers don’t learn by making mistakes with the first batch 

of students.

 5. Continuous learning.  Nobody should have the right to stop learning 

the day they start teaching.

Finding the Teachers of Tomorrow
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 6. Effective application of knowledge and skills.  It is irrational for a 

teacher, a supervisor, or an administrator to say about a child, “Hey 

I taught him, but he didn’t learn.”  That would be like a physician 

saying, “I cured him, but he’s dead.”  There is no such thing as effec-

tive teaching in the absence of effective learning.  You can say, I 

talked but he didn’t learn.  But teaching is a form of communication; 

it is not completed until it is received.  

 7. Professional discretion and collegiality.  Teachers should work largely 

in an autonomous but public way.  No administrator should tell a 

teacher how to teach any more than a hospital administrator should 

tell a surgeon to cut a little to the left or a little to the right.  I believe 

that if you get the right people into teaching and treat them like 

professionals, you will get a professional performance from them.  

You then won’t have to hire somebody just to watch a teacher care-

fully.  The reason we hire people to supervise teachers now is largely 

because we’re not confident that they could work effectively autono-

mously.  This is not to imply that we don’t need administrators to 

perform their functions; we do.  However, their primary function 

should not be to watch the teachers.  One hallmark of professional-

ism is being trusted to work independently.

 8. Promotion within the profession.  In Rochester, for example, there are 

more lead teachers who earn more than school administrators than 

there are school administrators who earn more than lead teachers.  

It is possible for teachers to be promoted in teaching without being 

promoted out of the classroom.

 9. Accountability.  Yes, accountability.  There are many forms of 

accountability, such as public accountability, political accountability, 

and bureaucratic accountability.  The most important accountability, 

though, is professional accountability.  Professional accountability 

means you should prove that you know your subjects well, that 

you know how to teach them effectively to students, that you take 

the results of your work into account, and that you continuously 

adjust your practice to reduce the chances for failure and increase 

the chances for success.  Test scores and student outcomes should 

never be ignored.  They should be viewed as critical information and 

as part of teacher and school accountability.  But they should also 

never be used, in and of themselves, as automatic verdicts on teach-

ing and on schools.  The polarized conversation about test scores is 

troubling.  To some people, standardized assessments are evil and 

should be avoided.  Others say that these tests are the only thing 

Urbanski



19

�
�
�

�

�

� � � 
�

 

�

that matters.  I think the truth is somewhere in between.  Test scores 

ought to be viewed as critically important information, but never 

as automatic verdicts in and of themselves.  The issue needs to be 

depolarized; this is common sense, which unfortunately is not that 

common in our institutions.

 10. Professional conditions and environment.  Real professionals, includ-

ing teachers, are not maximized unless they are in real professional 

working environments.  Both are necessary for successful student 

learning.

Principles for Learner-Centered Schools

A genuine profession without learner-centered schools, or learner-centered 

schools without a genuine profession, would be like clapping with one hand.  

You need both for effective learning.

 1. Knowledge-based teaching.  As previously discussed, teachers must 

have the appropriate subject and pedagogical knowledge. 

 2. Student learning standards.  Unless we know what students should 

know and be able to do, we really have no way of knowing what 

adults should be able to do.  

 3. Safe and disciplined environment.  Anybody who believes that all 

kids can learn should also believe that all kids can learn to behave.  

Lowering behavior standards in urban schools is one of the most 

insidious forms of racism.  Ask any parent of those children.

 4. Active learning and student effort.  People learn best by doing.  Stu-

dents have asked me, “Why’d you flunk me?  I didn’t do nothing.”  

Our schools have become “places where the relatively young come 

to watch the relatively old do work.”  We must utilize active learning 

by increasing student participation.

 5. Authentic assessments.  Testing for testing’s sake is as useless as not 

testing at all.  Assessments must provide necessary critical informa-

tion, not only about what students know, but also about what they 

are able to do with what they know.

 6. Small schools.  Schools must be communities, not huge impersonal 

institutions.  It’s hard to teach someone you don’t care about, and 

it’s harder to care about people you don’t know.  It is common 

sense that accountability in small environments is built in.  You do 

something, you make a mistake, somebody looks at you.  Everybody 

Finding the Teachers of Tomorrow



20

�
�
�

�

�

� � � � 

�

looks at you.  When you make a mistake in large institutions, nobody 

looks at you.  Real, built-in accountability best exists in small com-

munities.

 7. Leadership and management.  The best form of management, I think, 

is by leadership.  Our school administrators must also view teachers 

as leaders, and themselves as leaders of leaders.

 8. Coordination of health and social services.  I think every school, par-

ticularly every urban school, should have a case manager to address 

the social and health needs that impair children’s learning.  Children 

must be healthy and safe for effective learning to happen.

 9. Home and family involvement.  In Rochester, we believe family 

involvement is so important that 25 percent of the evaluation of 

a teacher focuses on home and family communication.  We also 

include parents in the teacher evaluation process.  Every February, 

parents receive one form for each teacher of their child asking 

20 questions about the teacher.  They are the kind of questions that 

I, as a parent, would want to be asked.  They don’t ask, Does the 

teacher know physics?  That would be de-professionalizing.  What 

they do ask is, Is the teacher available to you when you need to 

speak to the teacher?  Does the teacher seek knowledge about your 

child to understand how to better teach the child?  Does the teacher 

assign doable and meaningful work for your child? 

 10. Shared accountability.  This could be defined simply as taking respon-

sibility for that which either is or ought to be within your control.

Lessons Learned Along the Way

Let me end with a summary of my learning in 30 years about reform.  First, 

change is inevitable; only growth is optional.  People need not agonize over 

whether to change.  Unless they know how to make time stand still, change 

will happen.  What they’re really agonizing over is whether they’re going to 

grow in the face of inevitable change.

The honest answer to the question, When will all this reform be done? is 

never.  Schools of the future will always, by definition, be in the future.  I’ve 

learned that real change is real hard and it takes real time.  I’ve learned that 

change can be accomplished, although it can’t be done easily.  Reform is 

painful, but the pain itself is evidence that the reforms are real.  Whenever 

everything goes smoothly, nothing is changing.  You’re on to something real 

when all hell breaks loose.

Urbanski
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Reform is a search, an inductive process; there are false starts, wrong turns, 

and negative findings.  I’ve learned that everyone is for reform as long as 

nothing’s different.  I’ve learned that reform is doing things differently, not 

just longer or harder, than what we already do.  I’ve learned that letting go 

is more difficult than adding on.  I’ve learned that the problem with today’s 

schools is not that they’re no longer as good as they once were; the problem 

with today’s schools is that they are precisely as they always have been.  How-

ever, society is not, and our students are not.  I’ve learned that the general 

public holds suspect any school that doesn’t resemble the school that they 

remember, and that we educators are even less open to change because we 

are precisely the ones who are most successful in the kinds of schools that 

we are now asked to change.  We liked them so much that we decided to 

hang around them for the rest of our lives.  I’ve learned that if teachers do not 

become agents of reform, they will surely remain targets of reform. 

I’ve learned that reform is something you do to get things right, not when 

things are right, and that unexamined tradition does not yield easily to reflec-

tive practice.  I’ve learned that radical problems require radical solutions, and 

that although reform is risky, the risks of not trying are even greater.  If we 

don’t try to change, we will continue to produce the kind of results that have 

caused people to turn to alternatives to public education, and those kinds 

of privatization schemes will further exacerbate the difference between the 

haves and the have-nots.

I think the erosion of confidence in public education is a threat to the demo-

cratic way of life in this country.  I know that from experience.  As a child, one 

of seven sons, whose parents never went to school, I ran away from Poland, 

and after four years and thirteen countries and seven languages, came to 

this country.  If it weren’t for the public schools, I would not have had the 

chance to build a life for myself and for my family.  Please don’t forget that 

there are millions like me in this country.  Some share my past—foreign born 

and speakers of other languages.  Most, though, have always been here; their 

families have been here for generations.  However, they’re strangers in their 

own land, and schools have not always served them well.  Their only hope 

for breaking this vicious cycle of poverty is public education.  I’ve decided 

to dedicate my adult life to making sure that this vehicle for upward mobility 

continues to exist for the millions who need it most.

Finding the Teachers of Tomorrow
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