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Content, skills, and knowledge are necessary components when designing 
preparation programs for teaching. But sometimes we go through the 
preparation process without mentioning any of  the negative things that 
teachers might encounter in the field. First of  all, let’s think about what an 
actual classroom looks like when you walk into the room. We train teachers 
as if  the classroom is empty, as if  the stimuli present are not going to affect 
them one way or the other. If  they have these particular skill sets, if  they have 
the ability to understand how to calculate, then they’re going to be successful 
in the process. Thus, we just need to give them a test in the content area 
that they’re going to teach, and if  they pass, we can send them on their way, 
expecting them to do great work. The reality of  it, however, is that there are 
living beings in a classroom. If  there are twenty-two students in a classroom, 
four may be classified as gifted and talented; these students are accelerated 
learners and high achievers. Another four may be labeled as special education 
and so require additional assistance through modification and methods of  
teaching that will reach their modality of  learning. In another corner of  the 
room are four students classified as ESL, who don’t understand a thing the 
teacher is saying but yet it’s important that they be taught every day. The other 
ten students are classified as regular, although we really have no particular 
definition for what a regular student is, other than one who doesn’t fit into 
the other groups I just mentioned. That’s the real classroom picture in many 
cases, because I’ve been that teacher teaching in that exact classroom. 

When we talk about change in education, we usually talk as if  we can make 
those changes twenty years from now or begin to start thinking about them 
now so that they’ll be achieved in twenty years. We need to do this first thing 
tomorrow morning. If  we’re going to affect the educational process, it needs 
to start right away—not once we’ve mastered the concepts and defined what 
an expert teacher looks like. This must take place today in our talk and in our 
attitude, understanding that stimuli can be affected by many modalities of  
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teaching, and that it’s not a negative to group students in their performance 
areas. If  we want to affect students in a positive way, we have to teach educators 
how to group them by modality, not necessarily red birds, blue birds, group 1, 
group 2, group 3. If  they are taught this in their preparation program, teachers 
can learn to take control and positively manipulate their classrooms by moving 
people into positions where their strengths can bring out the best in them. 

The Texas legislature decided that the state needs a four by four curriculum, 
which requires that students take four years of  math and four years of  science 
in high school, with core subjects being taught in each at every grade level. 
I suppose parents didn’t like the idea of  their seniors getting out at lunch, 
which has been happening for the last twenty years, with the idea that if  
we give them more, they’ll come out better. And we wrestle with the fact in 
teacher preparation that all students in high school, regardless of  whether 
it’s an inclusion classroom or not, will be taking algebra in the ninth grade; 
all students will be taking geometry in tenth grade; all students will be taking 
algebra II in eleventh grade; and all students will be taking precalculus 
before graduation. We can easily adjust our expectations for teachers in our 
certification programs by requiring that they understand the particular content 
of  each of  those classes, but what we don’t teach them is how to deal with the 
student in precalculus who is reading at a fourth-grade level, or how to teach 
geometry to students who are really struggling. 

The legislature is also instituting end-of-course exams. Currently, we probably 
cover 60 percent of  a curriculum for any course in our examinations. But 
when the new end-of-course exams are implemented, each exam will cover 
just one subject—chemistry, for example—taken by students who may have 
struggled in earlier classes—such as physics or biology. Teachers are going 
to need to have some powerful information, some powerful lessons, coming 
into these new environments. Ninth graders now are facing the four by four 
requirements, and we’re very worried about the outcomes. We have some 
thirty thousand employees in the Houston Independent School District, and 
approximately ten thousand teachers. Every year we hire over one thousand 
teachers; that’s one thousand teachers every year. This clearly shows that we 
need to expedite our processes. 

In our Alternative Certification Program, teacher candidates are learning how 
to teach through our educational research institutions at the same time they’re 
in the classroom. In other words, we don’t have time to get people ready to 
teach before they actually start teaching. That’s a situation we really need to 
look at. 
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Whether we’re talking about small schools, the way we approach instruction, 
or how to break things out across curriculum lines, we need to recognize 
that it is important to keep the end result in mind. Last year at graduation, 
one thousand students sat on the sidelines because they did not pass the exit 
exam—students who had already taken all of  the courses, who had completed 
pre-K through 12, but on graduation day they were denied the opportunity to 
receive a diploma because they did not pass a portion of  the exit exam. We 
see a similar scenario played out in relation to the exams we give our teachers. 
Time and again, principals and others in the field have encountered highly 
effective teachers who struggle with the exams for certification licensure. 
These individuals are motivating and strong, and have reached students in 
very particular ways, but for whatever reason—test anxiety or otherwise—
they have a difficult time passing the test. And you find yourself  having to 
replace them based on that examination. So while these examinations are 
a good gauge of  content quality and knowledge-based information, I’m not 
convinced that they adequately determine teacher effectiveness. 

What does a teacher truly look like? Some people believe a teacher should be 
a facilitator, someone who just moves within the classroom and allows the 
learning to take place in whatever form. In this way a teacher is the mode of  
delivery, whether he or she is using technology to deliver the information; 
however, there is something in the touch to touch—the human being and the 
way one presents him- or herself—that calls students to learn. When you’re in 
an inner-city situation such as Houston, students learn because they want the 
teacher to be proud of  them. It’s not that they fully understand that they’re 
learning and competing with other students in the world, but that they would 
like to please their teacher—“I want to make Mr. Allen happy”; “I want to 
make Ms. Johnson proud of  me”—and that’s the energy force that a teacher 
brings into the classroom. It’s not always content but the love for what they’re 
doing, the passion for what they’re doing, because it affects the learners in their 
environment. And if  they create an environment for learning, students will 
raise their desire for expectations and see things they have never seen before. 
So in our testing and in our learning processes for our research, we need to 
produce people that can affect other people—not just impart information—
and you can really see the differences as you walk the halls in our school. 

We have an opportunity to make a massive impact on what we’re doing across 
the country in education, and one day the Texas State Board of  Education 
will sit down and, through dialogue, recognize that we have some ideologies 
that may be historical in nature—for instance, we love phonics; there’s no way 
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we can get around it. Right now we are talking about grammar strands and 
making sure that people understand subject-verb agreement and creating lists 
of  authors that students need to read. As we are thinking forward, most of  
our elected officials can only think back, because most people charged with 
governing education are not educators. So while the educator is thinking about 
going forward, the elected official is talking about how good it was when he 
was in school. We need to recapture those patterns that will effect outcomes 
and restore the passion in education.
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