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Updating the INTASC Model 
Core Teaching Standards: What 
Does Effective Teaching Look 
Like Today? 

The following is a panel discussion that took place between Peter McWalters, 
Kathleen Paliokas, and Mary Diez. 

Kathleen Paliokas:  

We appreciate the opportunity to update you on the exciting work that the 
Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) is doing to update its model 
core teacher standards. I’m going to first provide a little bit of background to 
set the stage. Mary Diez is then going to brief you on the issues and 
conversations that we’ve been having in the committee meetings, and Peter 
McWalters will follow up with a policy discussion about what role the 
standards will play in the larger picture.  

The CCSSO is a member organization of state school chiefs from across the 
country and provides advocacy, leadership, and technical assistance to 
chiefs and state education agencies in their work. Within the Council is 
INTASC—the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 
Consortium—a consortium of state and national education representatives 
focused on the preparation, licensure, and professional development of 
teachers. The consortium meets twice a year to develop consensus around 
teacher policy across the country. INTASC started back in 1987, right 
around the time the standards were starting to hit the radar screen on the 
national scene, and is primarily focused on standards-based reform. 
INTASC first developed model teaching standards in 1992, when there were 
no standards for teachers, and what was needed was a common 
vocabulary—a common understanding—of what good teaching should look 
like. INTASC pulled together a national group of experts, including Linda 
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Darling-Hammond, Mary Diez, and the eleven state representatives of 
INTASC who were members at that point. That work resulted in ten 
principles, the first of which centered on content knowledge—basically that 
teachers should understand the subject they teach. Principles 2 through 8 
cover pedagogical skills: that teachers should know how children learn and 
develop, understand diverse learners and learning styles, use a variety of 
instructional strategies, implement motivational strategies, foster learning 
through communication techniques, understand how to plan effective 
instruction, and know how to design and use assessments. Principles 9 and 
10 address teachers as professionals in terms of their ability to self-reflect, 
continue to grow, and work collaboratively with others. The ten principles 
were then broken down by knowledge, dispositions, and performance. The 
standards have been adopted by thirty-eight states, which are using them as 
a basis for their teacher licensing standards. They are being used by the 
National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) for 
teacher preparation and accreditation. They serve as the basis for a number 
of professional development frameworks and have been cited in numerous 
textbooks used in teacher preparation. Thus, we have achieved a certain 
amount of success in terms of getting closer to a common definition of good 
teaching. As a result, ever since INTASC announced its plans for revising 
the standards to better reflect twenty-first-century needs, people have been 
paying attention.  

When the INTASC standards were developed in 1992, they were intended 
for beginning teachers and specifically aligned with the National Board for 
Professional Teaching Standards, which described accomplished teaching. 
The INTASC standards are intended as a resource for state dialogue rather 
than something to be adopted wholesale. I’m going to ask Mary to explain 
what standards are and why they’re important. 

Mary Diez: 

David Pearson—an education professor at Berkeley and a wonderful 
resource in reading and other areas—gave a talk at a 1993 American 
Association of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE) Wingspread 
conference, in which he talked about three types of standards: the big-picture 
standard; the performance standard; and the opportunity-to-learn standard, 
reflecting the bargain struck between the learner and the school system or 
the organization. We see the current INTASC standards as the first type—
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the vision of what an accomplished teacher or a beginning teacher who is 
moving toward accomplished practice should know and be able to do. 
INTASC Principle 6, for example, states that a teacher should be able to use 
a variety of communication techniques to motivate students and help them 
master their own use of communication, including writing, speaking, and 
media presentations. This is kind of a no-brainer, and yet why do students 
have so much trouble with answering constructed-response questions? In my 
opinion, teachers don’t do a good enough job of helping students realize 
what they know and write about it in elementary and secondary school. So 
the INTASC standards are really about achieving that vision.  

The next type of standard is the performance standard. How good is good 
enough? This is where authentic assessments are really important in defining 
what it is that makes a good writing assessment. About fifteen years ago, I 
was working with the Milwaukee Public Schools—a large, high-poverty 
school district—in creating a writing assessment that we saw as authentic. 
This is how the assessment worked: on the first day, the kids brainstormed 
ideas together; on the second day, they did a draft of their writing; and on 
the third day, they refined and edited their writing. This is what real writing 
is like, except when you’re behind on a deadline. Yet this is what most of 
our assessments ask kids to do. You usually don’t sit down and write some-
thing in thirty minutes. You have some germinating time, you work with it, 
you go forward. In about the fifth year of the program, Milwaukee fourth 
graders scored above the national average in writing.  

The third type of standard—the opportunity-to-learn standard—is really 
important. What’s the bargain that’s struck between the student and the 
school? How will I support your learning? What will I do if you learn to 
write well? In Milwaukee, as part of the new writing assessment, teachers 
received significant professional development in that they were the ones 
assessing the writing responses; thus, through doing this task, the teachers 
were able to internalize what the standards meant and what the expectations 
were, while also getting paid for their efforts. They went back to their 
classrooms better able to teach their students how to write, and developed 
good instructional materials that took advantage of what we knew both from 
the research on writing and from what we were seeing happen with the kids. 
As it turns out, this process was deemed too expensive, and so the writing 
assessment was done away with. And now we’re probably paying ten or 
fifteen times that amount in supporting districts identified for improvement, 
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so it’s a sad story, but it shows you how with a clear vision standard, a 
performance standard, and an opportunity-to-learn standard, you can make 
something happen.  

Kathleen: 

So why are we revising the teacher standards? The world has changed a lot 
since the standards came out in 1992. With social networking, technology, 
and 24/7 access, the standards are a bit dated, so we decided that it was time 
to update them to capture the new learning environment and the new role of 
the teacher in these environments. The INTASC Update Committee had a 
lot of really interesting discussions, and the challenge now is to translate 
those discussions into a coherent and articulate form. Three key partners are 
supporting this INTASC work: the Evaluation Systems group of Pearson, 
the Educational Testing Service, and the National Education Association. 

In selecting the committee, we reached out to all the INTASC members—
states and national associations—for nominees. We were looking for 
expertise in certain key areas that we expected would be the focus of the 
revisions, particularly what needed to be strengthened in the standards; for 
instance, we wanted experts well versed in media and technology, diverse 
and special-needs learners, the changing role and need for assessment, 
twenty-first-century skills, and cultural competence. We ended up with 
about eighty nominations that we narrowed down to nineteen committee 
members, two chairpersons, and two support staff. Both Peter and Mary are 
serving as co-chairs of the standards update committee. We have also set up 
a Web site to solicit feedback from the public. 

The committee has already met three times and has identified a small 
writing group that will synthesize the full deliberations into a draft 
document; we’re hoping to have a public draft by early next summer. We 
are also discussing drafting a companion piece that would more fully 
describe the context in which we see the standards playing out, including 
some of the policy issues that Peter will talk about in a few minutes. 

Our plan is also to create an interactive online document that will better 
reflect the twenty-first-century landscape and which would incorporate 
hyperlinks and include video clips of teaching as articulated in the standards. 
We are also exploring developing a continuum of development for teachers 
across their career that is aligned to the updated standards. This might also 
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include a rubric that would more clearly identify what the standards look 
like at different stages of a teacher’s career. 

Mary: 

The feedback that we have gotten from committee members as well as from 
the larger INTASC membership group is that the model 1992 standards hold 
up remarkably well in many regards, especially in terms of the big picture. 
But in other regards, they need specific revisions to become state of the art in 
terms of the knowledge we expect of teachers to address current issues that 
face students and the things that have come on the scene since 1992. One of 
the things we noticed as we looked at the 1992 standards is that they follow 
an important pattern. Most of them say, “Teachers need to know A and be 
able to do B so that C will happen to students or so that students will be able 
to do C, whatever it might be.” In updating the standards, we are trying to 
keep that dynamic between learning and teaching—between the needs and 
the goals and the things that students bring with them, and what the teacher 
needs to do once the students are there. So keeping that pattern in mind, we 
are going through the standards and raising three sets of questions, the first 
of which centers around how students have changed since 1992: Where are 
they coming from that might be different, and what are they bringing to the 
learning process that may be different? And, can we see what they’re 
bringing as an asset rather than a deficit? So, Kathleen and Peter, what’s 
different about students? 

Peter McWalters: 

There are two different answers to that. In this industry that we represent, 
30 percent of kids have always been prepared well; 40 percent of kids sort 
themselves out in the middle and finish high school and may or may not go 
on to higher education; and 30 percent of kids don’t finish high school at all. 
Historically, those numbers haven’t varied much. So in that sense, kids 
haven’t changed. The one thing that has dramatically changed is that we 
used to accept those demographically based results without question. Now, 
all of a sudden, everybody wants to know where every kid is. So the “all 
kids” agenda is the change agent, which begs the question, What do we 
need to do differently? In this analysis, we’re finally recognizing the target 
populations that have not been well served. And if we begin to serve them, 
we have to actually begin to understand their point of departure. Cultural 
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literacy and second language are not new terms, but the demand on the system 
to actually understand them requires a new expectation and a new set of 
skills. The more dramatic one is technology; we’re already hearing about 
how archaic we are when we actually have kids walking in who are texting, 
who can multitask, who are capable of using technology beyond our 
understanding, and we tell them to sit down, shut that off, don’t 
communicate. Clearly the potential uses of technology for learning and the 
potential authority it gives students to be self-directed and searchers, if you 
will, represents a brand-new world.  

Mary: 

So students have changed in a variety of ways, and our view of them has 
changed. The second set of questions revolves around what students need 
for us to do, and what does that mean for us?   

Kathleen: 

In terms of technology, what are the implications for how students learn 
differently, and what does that mean for teachers? Having kids work 
cooperatively has always been an important part of learning, but it’s 
important to a much different degree now. The advent of social networking 
and the need to be in constant contact and to collaborate and work together 
doesn’t even seem like a choice these days. Past research has shown that 
people can’t multitask efficiently; however, more recent research is showing 
that kids’ brains are becoming wired differently, and they can do more and 
different things at the same time. Thus, we need to understand and take into 
consideration that kind of processing. Today’s kids are much more self-
directed; they want to be engaged in their learning, and that takes the 
teaching to a different level in terms of how much you let them be involved 
in defining what the work will be. All of this is at a much different level than 
it has ever been.  

Peter:   

And it also exacerbates the gaps. We can talk about performance gaps, but 
there’s another whole issue of what students have access to at what time in 
their life, how it’s supported, and how it’s integrated. You can think of the 
gap as an “access” gap: we have children who don’t have access to the same 



Updating the INTASC Model Core Teaching Standards 
 

 

35
 

degrees of technology. As much as technology is a new environment for all 
of us, it’s something else that we have to pay attention to in terms of the gap 
that can result when some kids have access to it and some don’t. 

Mary: 

Bill Gates’s 2005 comment, “Training the workforce of tomorrow with 
today’s high schools is like trying to teach kids about today’s computers on a 
fifty-year-old mainframe,” comes to mind here in terms of what we need to 
provide. We’ve been doing a review of the literature to look at support for 
the current INTASC standards and the need to push them into the future. 
We know that students need high-quality, intellectual tasks, or authentic 
tasks that engage them in critical thinking, are connected to the real world, 
and can elaborate their thinking and writing. We know that they need to be 
more engaged in and involved in assessment. We know that they need to 
have their language and culture seen as an asset rather than a deficit. Here 
we are in a country where hardly anyone speaks a second language and yet 
we’re trying to beat a language out of some students? This has never made 
sense to me. According to Tony Wagner’s Global Achievement Gap, a lovely 
book you should be reading and passing on, children need engagement, 
relevance, and rigor—which is all the more important because we’re 
preparing them for a different world. So what brief comments would you 
make about how to prepare them for this world? 

Peter: 

Well, I’m not sure we all have shared understandings of what this means, 
but we pretty much all accept the fact that an ill-prepared or undereducated 
child today is condemned to an economic future that’s pretty sad versus how 
it was in, say, 1954, when Rhode Island’s Hope High School was a prep 
school for Yale. This is the same high school in which, as state 
commissioner, I had to intervene under No Child Left Behind and close, 
restructure, and reopen. So the issue of access, the issue of changing 
demographics—these are very real issues in terms of what these children 
bring with them and what we owe them.  
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Mary: 

The notion that students need to be able to solve problems, think critically, 
think creatively, communicate, and collaborate goes back to the Carnegie 
Corporation’s A Nation Prepared from 1986, as well as to the new basics that 
the Education Commission of the States put out in the mid-eighties. But I 
think there’s a new impetus, as outlined in Thomas L. Friedman’s 2005 
book The World Is Flat, around the issue of cross-cutting skills that will help 
us navigate a global world. The 1992 standards include these skills—
problem solving, critical thinking, communication, and collaboration—but 
what we need is to get them beyond the big-picture stage and have them be 
something that we provide to students and pledge to develop in them. So, 
Peter, how are we going to get there once we have these standards revised? 
As we all know, standards by themselves are not enough, so what else do we 
need to have happen? 

Peter: 

Eighteen years after the first INTASC standards were written, the biggest 
complaint in the political sector is that the preparation programs are not 
adequately preparing teachers, and yet I would remind everyone that these 
standards, though taken seriously by many preparation programs, were 
called “beginning” teacher standards. They were called this because in 1992, 
we could not get over the political hurdle of actually setting professional 
standards. The revised standards are going to be called “professional 
standards” and will acknowledge the fact that whether you’re a first-year 
teacher or a twenty-year teacher, these are the standards we expect of you at 
different levels of sophistication and we will support you in acquiring them.  

Two very big issues arise here, one being that it’s almost twenty years later 
and the standards have not penetrated administrative practice at the school 
or district level in some cases—remember they were voluntary and the 
biggest impact was in preparatory programs. Many states brought them into 
their certification arena, but most have not gone through the effort—or, 
rather, the pain—of identifying the rubrics, the indicators, the measures; 
bringing them into decision points; and actually holding teachers to them. 
That’s a political and hard thing to do, but it needs to be part of the future of 
this conversation. It’s the same with the common core student standards. If 
these stay as mere documents and don’t penetrate practice, then the culture 
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won’t change. For any state that has put in a good standard for student 
performance and is only getting 10–15 percent performance measures on the 
part of the students, it’s not a student problem; it’s an expectation problem, a 
systems problem, and a practice problem. We must move from these 
standards to the instrumentation of penetration, whether it’s through state 
regulation or district regulation or contracts, or through the behavior of 
teachers as colleagues, peer reviewers, or continuous learners. 

Our challenge is that we have an industry in which once you’re certified, 
you’re done; once you’re in a classroom, you close the door and you’re 
alone. It’s been a private practice, but it cannot be private anymore. The 
standards movement, the accountability movement, and the all-kids agenda 
are demanding that we open the door and acknowledge that this is public 
practice and that there are elements in it that teachers have to master. My 
greatest fear is that in the policy arena, we’ll do to the teachers what we did 
to the kids—go from standards to measurement to accountability and leave 
out opportunity to learn.  

None of the benchmark countries that we’re competing with have this 
problem, including Finland, which a few of us just visited. In Finland, they 
only test students twice at the state level, but they test students all the time 
locally. Why is the local test good? Because the teachers are given the time 
and the skills and the benchmarks so that all their decisions are anchored to 
the same standards. And it’s so reliable that the country has the greatest 
degree of commonality and results no matter what school you go to, no 
matter what classroom you go to. That’s not managed instruction or 
directed teacher practice; it’s just the opposite. It’s a teacher being so skilled 
in the standards and the practices and the benchmarks that they can give a 
child an assignment, work with that child in diagnosing what’s missing for 
him or her, and adjust their instruction in response, because they meet every 
day with their colleagues and have a whole network of teacher support.  

In the policy arena, we have to accept the fact that to increase the success 
rate of our students requires a change in the production function as we know 
it. Schools as they currently exist, and I’m talking about the conventions of 
practice and the conventions of regulations and protocols, cannot get you 
there. We’re going to have to invest in the teacher, their knowledge base, 
and practice, and change time and space and allocation, because the current 
inclination to try to line it up with tighter screws and levers of consequence 
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can only go so far. We need to find ways to transition to a new world, and 
that is a huge issue for state policy makers and especially for large districts.  

When President Obama said the benchmark of our success is to turn around 
a Detroit, that was the right statement to make, because you can’t turn 
around Detroit one kid at a time or even one teacher at a time; it is the 
classic systems issue and it has implications for socioeconomics, housing, 
health, child care, teacher preparation, class size, school size, and systems 
alignment.  

The common standards movement is going to give us a chance to start 
agreeing on what we think all kids should be able to do. It also means we 
need to figure out the competencies needed to get every child there, what the 
standards mean at every level of the continuum from induction to master 
teacher, what the indicators of that practice are, how one acquires the 
knowledge base, how one can be observed professionally and supported in 
doing those kinds of practices well, and finally how to be held accountable 
for practice when it’s inadequate. If we approach this only by looking for the 
10 percent who fail, we will not get there. If we approach this by looking at 
the standards as something we aspire to in the infrastructure to assure 
everybody the opportunity to get there, whether student or teacher, and then 
build a professional learning community embedded in a culture of high 
expectations, with the decent loops of feedback and support, then we have a 
chance of getting there. These are very complicated policy issues, and they 
all come out of those two streams: clear expectations for students, clear 
expectations for professional practice, and the assessment instrumentation 
between them.  

Mary: 

Well, we can’t do all that in our development of the standards, so Kathleen, 
how are we talking about moving the standards forward? 

Kathleen: 

This is exactly why we are talking about having a companion policy docu-
ment that would point us in this direction. Peter, maybe you can talk a little 
bit about the chiefs’ larger initiative around educator development? 
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Peter: 

There is currently lots of pressure to rethink teacher preparation; lots of 
pressure to rethink teacher certification, both initial and professional; lots of 
pressure to take on the issue of tenure or seniority—the issue of being able to 
go up the ladder. Those are all part of a very complicated human resource 
management exercise, and I do think that the updated INTASC standards 
will allow us to address human resource management in a couple of ways.  

The CCSSO’s Education Workforce Committee—headed by Judy Jeffrey, 
the chief from Iowa, and Alice Seagren, the chief from Minnesota—is tasked 
with building comprehensive systems of educator development. In this large 
conversation, we will surely end up having to put together, in partnership 
with others, audit systems based on certain questions, such as: Where is 
your state right now in revisiting teacher preparation? Where is your state in 
getting a handle on induction? Do you have a state-supported mentorship 
system? Do you have the kinds of resources teachers need in the first three to 
five years to begin to master the craft? Have you thought about master 
teacher status, and have you thought about tying that to both evaluation and 
salary structure? 

If you’re a commissioner and you accept the fact that all of these things are 
within your purview, then someone might ask, Why have you waited until 
now to do something about it? I would argue that when the “all kids” 
agenda was not in focus, the system was perfectly fine. But as soon as you 
want to change the end game, then all of those instrumentations, believe it 
or not, move to the state policy level. So all of a sudden, states are 
overwhelmed.  

One critical element to focus on is the performance review, which is 
currently teacher evaluation embedded in local contracts. By current 
protocols, 99 percent of our teachers are average, above average, or high 
performing—ratings that are not useful for removal and not useful for 
development. One of the agendas that the chiefs are focusing on right now is 
supporting the development of high-quality performance review protocols, 
trying to get commonality across districts and states, and bringing 
professional review up to a standard. The other part of that is tying review 
directly to professional development. Imagine an environment in which a 
teacher who is coming out of a preparatory program is actually expecting a 
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mentor, expecting to be reviewed against a standard, and expecting to be 
supported to pick up the third- and fourth-degree skill sets that he or she 
couldn’t possibly get in preparation. If we put that in place, it would change 
the timing of professional development and allocation of resources to master 
teachers, and, just to be clear on how difficult this is going to be, right now 
there is no way we’re going to buy that new time; there is no capacity for it. 

Typically, 40 percent of teacher salaries, which is associated with steps and 
columns—none of which is associated with effectiveness or performance—is 
sitting there. How do you go in and wrestle that to the ground around 
indicators, standards, performance, incentive systems, and recognition, and 
how do you do it at a time when if it is done hurtfully, you are not going to 
attract into teaching the best of the best? If it’s done right and done well, you 
have an incredible opportunity to attract the best and match them against 
these standards in a reward system that would keep them, develop them, 
and certify them both as accomplished and master teachers within a seven- 
to ten-year period. 

Mary: 

When people first come into the profession, whether in a teacher residency, 
which is becoming more and more popular, or in their first year of teaching, 
they should be working with a master teacher to help them learn the ropes. 
Right now, they come in and are expected to do exactly the same thing on 
their first day of teaching as they’ll do on the day they retire. So where’s the 
career path, and what kinds of supports are there along the way?   

Peter: 

The demographics of who’s going to be teaching are changing minute by 
minute, and one way or the other, we have to figure that out. We also need 
to be rethinking teacher preparation, not as a failed system but as an 
evolving system that can support and partner with districts, particularly in 
the carry-forward of induction time, so that preparation programs can be 
accountable for the first three to five years of results. 

Mary: 

But it goes even further than that. In Tom Carroll’s “The Next Generation 
of Learning Teams” in this month’s Kappan (October 2009), he talks about a 



Updating the INTASC Model Core Teaching Standards 
 

 

41
 

different vision of how we might draw in retired people and other people 
who are not necessarily licensed. We keep ourselves from finding solutions 
by the kinds of systems we’ve built up instead of considering a model that 
would allow us to bring people in who we wouldn’t have to pay a lot for but 
who have an amazing capacity to work with and help our kids. According to 
Harvard education professor Richard Elmore, only two things make a 
difference: increasing both student engagement and the depth of content 
provided by the teacher. What I see happening in the districts that I work 
with is not an increase in depth of content but an increase in control over 
what teachers are doing—that is, a real lack of respect for their profes-
sionalism. And we put these kinds of issues aside at our meetings because 
they aren’t really about the standards, but if we aren’t creating a system that 
respects the professionalism of a teacher as represented by the standards, 
then they won’t have any effect.  

Peter: 

The issue is the teacher’s understanding of the strategies it takes to move an 
individual child from wherever they are as fast as possible to ever-increasing 
levels of performance. That’s not about standards, assuming you have them; 
that’s about instructional practice. If you’re a tenth-grade teacher who’s been 
sought out by parents due to your success with your students, but you’ve 
always been teaching the above-average kids, I don’t care how good you 
are—your range of practice may not transfer to other kinds of students. 
We’ve institutionalized ranges of practice that can only deal with a certain 
amount of variability, and as soon as we go outside that variability, we don’t 
know what to do. It’s going to take much more intentional pressure in the 
sense of support for individual teacher practice before we’re going to change 
that.  

The other important part of this is the articulation of the standards as they 
go from terminal twelfth grade to the second grade. In Singapore or Finland, 
you’re going to find a fourth-grade teacher who understands the fourth-
grade range of content and habits of mind in the context of the twelfth-grade 
terminal objective. And it’s neither content bound nor content neutral. We 
don’t want to get lost between core knowledge and skill sets, but we as a 
country have not dealt aggressively with the skill sets of teachers working 
with students to be learners unless the child already comes in learning. If 
kids come in and they can learn, you put them over here with a teacher who 
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can teach them; if they can’t learn, you put them over there, and instead of 
working on the skill sets of learning, you teach down to their current status 
and thus lock them into nowhere. That’s referred to as tracking. So in regard 
to what the standards are going to look like as you move down from the 
twelfth grade to the fourth grade, if it stays as content only—nits of 
information tested on large-scale assessments—it does not get at the habits 
of mind, the inquiry, the problem solving, the command, the control, and 
the communications. That’s what engagement really means; that’s what self-
directed learning is. We don’t have that lexicon, we don’t have the 
vocabulary, and we’re very thin on the practice. The INTASC standards call 
for that, but we’ve got a lot of work to do to actually bring them up as 
practice in individual teachers and then go to scale in terms of professional 
development and career-path certification. 

Kathleen: 

A lot of what Peter is talking about is what we should have been doing all 
along, which shows the challenges inherent in making these kinds of system 
changes. Now we’re also changing the paradigm for learning. So as we re-
create the system, we need to make sure we’re embedding incentives that are 
promoting this new paradigm and this new approach to how kids learn and 
how we teach. Thus, this is really a double challenge. 

Mary: 

One of the pieces that concerns me is that we leave teachers with the 
dispositions and the standards because they are so important, but teachers 
really need to believe that kids can and will learn, and they’ve got to have 
the knowledge to make it happen. I told you a good Milwaukee Public 
Schools story; now I’m going to tell you a bad one. I was working with 
some low-performing schools, and we were looking at their benchmarks—
particularly how the kids had done on the word problems involving 
constructed response—and in the fourth grade, the performance was dismal. 
In trying to diagnose the problem, I asked teachers, “How often do you 
practice these word problems?” Several of the teachers said, “Oh, we don’t. 
Our kids can’t do them.” So we spent an entire day unpacking how to solve 
a word problem and how to help kids get a heuristic they could follow. If 
you put a word problem in front of them with no instruction, of course they 
can’t solve it. But I have yet to meet a kid who couldn’t learn to solve a 
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word problem if he or she were given some assistance about what needs to 
happen at each step, such as reading the problem through and asking 
yourself, What do I know? What am I looking for? This is not so difficult, 
but it’s not happening the way that it should. We’ve got to turn this around; 
part of it is the preparation of the teacher, and part of it is the system that 
perpetuates the notion that we don’t have to educate everybody.  

Peter: 

For me, the end game is culture. When looking for teachers, you want those 
who are passionate about “owning” the child. We have not won that battle 
in this country. I would argue that on the whole, teachers today—I don’t 
care whether they’re in a rich suburb or in the inner city—are not carrying 
more than the normative expectations of their community. They do only 
what is expected, and that’s what we’ve been expecting. And now we’re 
turning to these teachers and saying, “Oh, you folks now have to lead that 
battle.” I love the challenge. You want to do it because the kid deserves it—
it’s a fundamental human right—but you can say it as loud as you want; it 
doesn’t mean that we have actually bought, as a nation, that every single 
child is critical to us. Every classroom in Singapore has a sign that says, 
“You are our natural resource. You are our future.” We saw the same thing 
in Finland, but here we’re in a place where the president came out to 
encourage kids to stay in school and it turned into something political. I’m 
not taking sides on the purpose of that address but want to show how far we 
are as a nation from drawing a line in the sand and saying the standards are 
an instrument, teacher practice is an instrument. It’s actually about the 
politics and the public policy culture that the children are our future in the 
old rhetorical sense of the word, as measured by access to terminal 
performance that lands them somewhere. We do not have that public policy 
agreement, my friends, so we need the standards, we need the instrumenta-
tion, we need the levers, we need the incentive system, to get us to that point 
where we believe the rhetoric. 

 


