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What Is a Large City School 
District Looking for in 
Tomorrow’s Teachers? 

Lawrence Allen, Jr. 

I am a third-generation educator, proudly following in my mother’s foot-
steps, just as she followed in those of her mother. She encouraged me to be 
something other than a teacher, but I guess that’s why I’m one anyway—
that little rebellious spirit in me. Both my father and grandfather were 
principals, as is my sister, and all my cousins are either teachers or prin-
cipals. I imagine somebody in the family will eventually be something other 
than an educator, but it hasn’t happened yet. And so this question of 
tomorrow’s teachers was very thought-provoking for me because as director 
of special projects, I’m in and out of campuses looking at what teachers are 
doing, what principals are doing, what central office administrators are 
doing, and how we’re connecting that with the business world and the 
expectations of those who call themselves our strategic partners. It’s very 
important to tell the neophyte teacher coming in that there are expectations 
about what he or she needs to know in terms of how to be successful, 
particularly in a large urban school setting. In talking specifically about the 
Houston Independent School District—a district that contains approxi-
mately three hundred schools and employs some thirty thousand employees, 
ten thousand of which are instructional specialists, or schoolteachers. The 
beginning of the 2009 school year was the very first time that we had less 
than fifty vacancies. Normally we would have anywhere from five hundred 
to one thousand vacancies, for which we would have associate teachers, 
substitute teachers, or critical-needs individuals coming in to fill these 
positions just to be able to have a warm body to greet the students on a daily 
basis. So we had less than fifty vacancies with some three thousand 
applications. This was a unique opportunity because we’re normally hunting 
for teachers, and now we could truly evaluate those who would be coming 
into our school district.  

Principals are no longer making hurried decisions. When I was a principal, 
the goal was to have a teacher in every classroom on the first day of school, 
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and so you might ask in an interview, “Are you capable of teaching 
geometry?” and if the person said yes, he or she would be hired. And now 
we’re talking about having the opportunity to choose what we call the very 
best and the very brightest because today we’re seeing a lot of young people 
graduating from college but not being able to go into their first choice of 
fields, so they’re coming into our field with some tremendous strengths—
such as critical-thinking skills, and extensive mathematics and science 
backgrounds. So we’re looking for depth and complexity and understanding 
of what it requires to take our students to high levels of learning. About six 
years ago, when I was a principal, we were dealing with a number of our 
teachers, especially in the math area, who were struggling with just passing 
the exams. After two or three years in the building they would come to me 
and say, “Mr. Allen, I didn’t pass my test.” I’d tell them it was okay because 
they’d have an opportunity to take it again. Then they’d say something like, 
“Well, I’ve already taken it fifteen times, and I’m a little nervous about it 
now. I think I’m going to go and find something else to do.” And these 
teachers may have had some very good skill sets and may have had excellent 
rapport with students, but, for whatever reason, they weren’t able to pass the 
content test of the mathematics or whatever subject matter it was. And now 
we’re finding that teachers are coming out of school with just the opposite—
very strong in the content but lacking in knowledge about what’s necessary 
for motivating students or classroom management, so we have a different 
dynamic going on today in terms of ability. 

What Is a Good Teacher? 

So who are we looking for? Of course we’re looking for the best and the 
brightest. Does that mean we’re looking for people with high IQs? Does that 
mean we’re looking for people who are next to Einstein in the genius status? 
The “best” is categorical—the best at motivating others, the best at working 
with the group, the best at taking responsibility for student learning, the best 
at being at work. We sometimes have a problem in the urban school system 
in that if you give them ten sick days, they take eleven, and that’s 
detrimental. My mother always told me, “Son, if your teachers don’t come 
to work, you have to fire them.” I’d say, “Momma, I can’t fire everybody.” 
When I first got there, 60 percent of the faculty had been there for twenty-
five to thirty years, working as a group all that time because that was the 



What Is a Large City School District Looking for in Tomorrow’s Teachers? 
 

 

11
 

tradition. So all of a sudden, I’m in a school where most of the faculty could 
retire the next day if I made them mad; you know, just walk out. So I had to 
walk a chalk line, understanding that they brought a tremendous amount of 
skills with them as I began to fuse them with new teachers. We had to learn 
how to work together so that we could bring the best results for the students. 
And that was an excellent opportunity. That was difficult for me because I 
happened to be principal of the school that I had graduated from, and the 
teachers that were about to retire had been my teachers. I had a tremendous 
amount of respect for them and so I tried to be patient with them when they 
didn’t understand all of the latest technology. I wanted to make sure that 
Miss Johnson appreciated the fact that I appreciated her when she taught me 
mathematics in school, so I didn’t get on her because she couldn’t put a 
grade book into the electric system. She kept the old green grade book for 
three more years, and she would just bring her grade book to me and show 
me how efficient she was and how everything was well calculated. And I 
told her, “Okay, well just keep going.” So there’s a transition theory. I 
thought she was one of the best we had, but her skill set may not be 
applicable for what we need and what we’re recruiting for today.  

And so I use that word “best” loosely because I think that everybody has to 
grow in the education process. In the Houston Independent School District, 
we say we’re looking for the best and the brightest teachers to lead our 
students to achieve at the highest academic levels. My mother and the rest of 
the state legislature decided about three years ago that every student in 
Texas would take a four by four curriculum, meaning four years of math 
and four years of science in high school. Every student would take algebra, 
geometry, calculus, physics, AP classes, to make sure that they’re ready for 
college, that they’re going to be successful—the thinking being that if we 
give them rigor, they’re going to get smarter, and we, by extension, will have 
done our jobs. Well this put a tremendous responsibility on us in the school 
district to make sure we had teachers capable of delivering that kind of high-
level instruction. Research has shown that teacher quality is the key factor 
within our control. The most important thing that a principal, a superinten-
dent, or anybody on a committee can do is to select the person who is going 
to deliver the instruction in a classroom. So a new teacher needs to know 
that we’re now looking at many models for the way we hire our teachers. 
Many of them are now writing extensive papers to be evaluated, going 
online to do prescreening and examination, whereas many of us of a certain 
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age may have met with the principal in his office in the summer, where he 
had his feet up on his desk when you came in. You talked about education 
and he asked you about your mother, your uncle, your aunt; decided you 
were a good person; and told you to go out there and do the best job you 
can. I’ll never forget the end of my first year, when I called a good friend of 
mine and said, “Man, I don’t think I had a good school year.” He said, “Did 
anybody die?” When I said no, said he said, “Then it was a good school 
year; don’t worry about it.” I don’t know if anybody achieved anything, but 
I knew I could sleep. Everyone was alive at the end of the school year.  

Year after year our strongest teachers produced outstanding results. Students 
who have traditionally been unsuccessful find themselves on a new 
academic trajectory. Most students don’t have a desire for academic 
knowledge—they have a desire to please the teacher. This is why we’re able 
to go through our mental Rolodex and find that one teacher who touched us 
by setting us on a trajectory toward learning, the one person who turned 
something on in us when we decided that we would do our very best 
because we wanted to prove to that person that his or her work was not in 
vain. And when they would meet us at the door, when they would stay there 
late with us, when they would help us with those problems that we were not 
good at and not tell our parents we didn’t turn our homework in, when they 
would give us a second chance to do those lessons that we were falling a 
little short in, we began to appreciate them for giving us a piece of 
themselves, and therefore, we wanted to return that gift by doing excellent 
work for them. You remember when the teacher would say, “I’m only going 
to accept excellent work. If it’s not your best, I’m going to ask you to do it 
over.” And when you internalized that and thought, “I believe them,” then 
you gave them your very best. And so we now say to teachers that it’s 
important to give yourselves to students so that they can be on a trajectory 
toward higher learning. This concept is at the forefront of our minds as we 
actively recruit teachers. Every school district, every service center, asks 
themselves what qualities make an effective teacher. And if we started 
brainstorming, everybody would have something good to contribute—they 
need to be able to do this, they need to be able to do that—and we would 
end up with a substantial list of the things a person would need to be a 
successful teacher. In the Houston Independent School District, we 
normally hire people to do research for us, and we asked a group to conduct 
a study of some of what we considered our highest functioning teachers, and 
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what they found was that there isn’t a prototypical candidate; there is a set 
of skills and there are some things that we can as professionals say that you 
will need, but when you’re in a large school district like the Houston 
Independent School District, it gets down to the school and the job match. 
You’ll find some teachers are very effective in school one and not as 
effective in school two based on the economic situation or the ethnicity or 
the language patterns or the discipline on that campus. Some teachers have 
to be supported by the external stimuli on the campus in order to impart 
their wisdom and knowledge. Some campuses are managed differently than 
others, and so we look at campus selection, job match, even the types of 
students that are distributed to them. We might find teachers who are 
excellent at teaching eighth or ninth graders, but they don’t do well with 
seniors. We might find teachers who are very effective with students who are 
struggling, yet they don’t do well with the students taking AP or advanced 
courses. That’s why there’s no particular prototypical candidate; in our 
district, if you have a set of skills, we will find the best unit and the best 
location for you. Again, we have some three hundred sites on which to fill 
positions, and there are differences on every campus and a different dynamic 
in almost every classroom.  

Possessing the Right Mind-Set  

When I started teaching, my mother gave me the following advice: “Now 
tomorrow, son, when you get to school, I want you to say good morning to 
your principal, I want you to speak politely to everybody, and I want you to 
walk right by the lounge—there’s nothing good going on in the lounge.” 
Why did she say this? Because she did not want me to be involved in the 
gossip that goes on in the lounge and therefore be seen as an adversary to the 
instructional program going on at that campus. What she was telling me is 
that there is a particular mind-set that you need to take toward your job that 
demonstrates each and every day that you’ve come there for the students so 
that you can bring about the highest academic achievement. She wanted me 
to set my mind for success every day I went to work. So this is what we’re 
seeking: motivated teachers who are invested in making an impact on 
student achievement in our school district or in the state of Texas as a 
whole, individuals who operate under a “no-excuse” mind-set. You need 
this when you’re teaching in a classroom of thirty students with diverse 
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backgrounds—you may have three or four who don’t speak English, three or 
four in special education inclusion, and three or four who are GT learners 
but are gifted in a way that they are strong in only one area and not 
interested in a lot of things. If you have an excuse mind-set, you’ll have 
many things that you can make excuses about; but if you have a no-excuse 
mind-set, you’ll begin to look at ways to reach all of the children in your 
classroom and will do whatever it takes. These days, if you’re going into 
education, you’re going to have to be able to do whatever it takes to ensure 
that students succeed. Not that you make it through the day, not that you 
make it through the year, but that you’re willing to do whatever it takes to 
make sure your students succeed. I was talking to a very good math teacher 
one day, and I said, “We have some students who are struggling, and if you 
don’t mind, I’d like for you to work with them on Saturday mornings. We 
have a sub in one of the areas, and I want to do well on our state exams this 
year.” She said, “Mr. Allen, I have two children. We don’t ever go 
anywhere but to the zoo and have fun together on Saturdays. I’ll see you 
Monday morning.” She was a good teacher, but she wasn’t willing to do 
whatever it took. Now I know it’s a delicate balance. In her mind she was 
probably right: she had her own family, her own children, her own life; she 
gave me the best she could give Monday–Friday from 8:00 to 3:00. But I 
needed a little bit more for those children who were not as successful. I 
recognized that she had the skill set to help them, but she didn’t think it was 
necessary to help those children who were not enrolled in her classroom. I 
do give her some credit—she can’t give everything—but there was a need on 
that campus to be a part of the entire team, to say, “Well, I may not be able 
to come on Saturdays, but I could come in early Monday mornings and 
maybe do a little bit more after school.” Teachers need to have a strong 
feeling of commitment because the expectation of the principal is going to be 
a no-excuse, no-nonsense, let’s-get-it-done, whatever-it-takes attitude.  

In the Houston Independent School District, we have 68 percent mobility, 
which means we don’t know where students are going to end up at the end 
of the year, and so we’re working hard to make sure that the pacing across 
campuses is somewhat similar so that if students taking algebra travel from 
School A to School B, the new algebra class should be somewhere in the 
same area of learning as the class in School A. As students move from apart-
ment to apartment, from the north to the south, and in and out of charter 
schools, we want them to be on the same page as best they can. So teachers 
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have to be very flexible. They need to hold their students accountable, have 
high expectations, and believe without a doubt that every child can and will 
learn—“can” referring to their ability and “will” referring to what you will 
do to ensure that they get there. This all has to do with the mind-set of the 
individual coming into our urban setting.  

In addition to this idea of mind-set, there are certainly some specific skills 
that are necessary for teachers to have, such as critical thinking. We are 
looking for strong critical thinkers because we have to solve human 
problems. Sometimes I’ll sit with a teacher or two and talk about a particular 
student’s issues, and they’ll begin to share some of the strategies they’ve 
used to be successful with him or her, and so everyone involved will be that 
much more enlightened. Critical thinking can prove quite valuable in the 
governing of the school itself—in deciding how we relate to parents and how 
we send out report cards. One year a teacher came to me and said, “Mr. 
Allen, why are we continually filling out these progress reports? There’s a 
program that we can use where the teachers can just enter data electronically 
and then we can mail the progress reports home.” Well, I’d never seen it 
before, but I was open to the new suggestion; after that, they thought I was 
the best principal in the whole Houston Independent School District because 
we mailed progress reports home every three weeks. Mailing things home 
was great because parents, quite frankly, didn’t like coming to the school. 
But when they were able to get things in the mailbox every three weeks, we 
began to see that when they did come, they would bring in their stack of 
mail from the school and could say, “I’m in touch; I’m in tune with my 
child now because you’re communicating with me in a way that I’ve never 
been communicated with before.” Prior to that year, parents would come in 
and say, “I didn’t know John was failing; he never brought the card home,” 
and so that was an excellent suggestion from the teacher. It was very simple, 
but it solved a huge problem for us. Critical-thinking skills are an important 
asset as they allow us to brainstorm ideas with people who have the tools 
and experience to solve problems.  

Teachers in an urban environment have to come with a tremendous amount 
of flexibility, a tremendous amount of content knowledge, and recognize 
that our day no longer goes from just 8:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Some of our 
urban schools work with students on Saturdays, some on Sundays, and 
some even at night, and so there are opportunities for higher salaries based 
on these extra endeavors—some teachers in our school district make as high 
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as $100,000 a year. Again, these are not new ideas. We are looking for the 
best and the brightest, those who recognize that there is no one standard 
classroom unit and can be flexible in the face of changing circumstances. 


