Dear Betty,

     If your heart is in it, don't be afraid to pursue a teaching career. Our young people need dedicated teachers. The problem is in school leadership and administration. When I began teaching in Detroit I had wonderful administrators. They were competent and caring. The most significant thing I recall that my first assistant principal shared with me was that the students I was about to teach experienced school as the only stable, caring environment in their lives. That was a good insight, and one I found to be absolutely accurate. I recall a girl I knew—she sometimes came to our church youth group when we had outings or went to city-wide events like Youth for Christ (in Detroit it was known as Voice of Christian Youth) meetings, when we drove her back home she dreaded going home, and often pled with tears, "Do I have to go home?", knowing that when she entered her home her parents in a drunken stupor would beat her mercilessly.

     If you are fortunate enough to be able to qualify for a teaching field which has a shortage of teachers (mathematics is such a field and from what you mention as your own background, science), then you can be much more selective as to what school you wish to accept placement for.

     I hate to say it, but avoid like the plague any school setting where the principal claims to be there for the students (with the implication that he or she is not there for the teachers). If the administrators are not dedicated, caring professionals who not only care about people (students and teachers) but are academic leaders—steer totally clear of them any time you have that option. I place the stress on academic because I have experienced life under well-meaning administrators who come from an athletic background but who were clueless when it comes to genuine academic competence. An administrator who is not well read in current research as well as knowledgeable about past research can hardly negotiate the quagmire of conflicting ideas and philosophies and current fads to distinguish what is sound from what is more stupidity from the ivory tower. Does the administrator go out of his or her way, and beyond the call of duty, to provide the teacher whatever is needed by way of support, information, cutting of red tape, materials access? If not, go somewhere else—don't start there.

     Ideally, one would be wise to select a school district (if there are any such places left) and school setting that is not being "test" and "standards-driven." Students lose out in such an environment because (1) teachers are no longer free to teach what best suits the child in the teacher's judgment; (2) teachers are unable to teach to their strengths by developing and extending successful teaching units from year to year; (3) test-driven curriculums are intellectually stifling, because they place a lid on possible learning. When teachers have to focus the curriculum to somebody else's goals and objectives, follow lock-step mandatory pacing charts which restrict student and teacher choice, they cannot teach from the freshness of the moment. The inspiration that might otherwise take place from a student comment or response that leads to what at first might seem a tangential "rabbit trail" or diversion from the lesson at hand, but in reality provides a moment or life-changing and extending insight is largely lost because the teacher is required to stay on the assigned curriculum and follow the pre-scripted lesson plan. Such settings restrict student and teacher options to excel beyond the expected curriculum. If teachers were allowed to teach, and exercise their expertise, students would find it possible to learn without so much "dead time" being focused on test preparation for mandatory state assessments and the like. Under ideal teaching circumstances even so-called low-achieving students can be brought to levels that far excel the expectations of test-driven curriculum.

     When I began teaching, I had my so-called remedial reading classes do some reading, not workbook exercises and ditto sheets. I had them read real literature. I read all the books first. Then I talked informally with each student to help them select a book. If I hadn't read the book they wanted to choose yet, I read it too. That way I could talk with the student about the book before, as, and after they read it. I stressed quantity and quality of reading. But foremost, I worked very hard to match each student with a book that they liked to read. You can't follow this procedure with a department head breathing down your neck looking for lesson plans written to his or her specifications and turned in on time to the minute each Friday afternoon for the forthcoming week with obligatory format, behavioral objectives, and all the rest precisely specified (showing that you are indeed following the pacing chart) for the administrator's convenience, not the teacher's need.

     That is why we are in the mess we are in. When we are directed by curriculum leaders and school administrators to do things we KNOW are not as effective as what we were already doing (at least in my class), the students suffer and do not learn to read BECAUSE THEY HAVEN'T BEEN GIVEN THE FREEDOM AND TIME TO READ EXTENSIVELY USING MATERIALS OF THEIR CHOICE.

     Forgive my soap-box. You can make more money doing something else, but nothing beats the genuine appreciation you get from students who have had a whole new world opened to their understanding because you were their teacher.

Jerome Smith
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>Dear Jerome,

>        I was fascinated by your letter and the experiences you've had 

>in the profession.  It appears that you and I are about the same age, 

>and for this reason I would like to ask for your take on my current 

>situation.  I received a teaching certificate in 1962, but never used 

>it.  Instead I worked as a medical technologist most of my working 

>life--a far cry from the kind of experience that might help a beginning teacher.  Now I'm working on a masters in education, with the thought that this might make me a more attractive prospect as a new teacher  in one of the local school districts.

>        Since beginning this project, I have heard countless negative 

>stories about teaching in general and about the struggles of  novice 

>teachers in particular.  My purpose was to use what work years are left to me in a meaningful and satisfying way, but I am beginning to suspect that this idea is pretty irrational—that I am going to face a 

>situation that will be extremely difficult, if not impossible, for 

>someone of my age and inexperience.  You sound like someone who was 

>obviously a  committed and skillful teacher, and experienced the best 

>and the worst (sincere congratulations on your recovery, by the way).  

>I would appreciate any advice you could give me, even (or especially) 

>if it is simply to pursue another path altogether.

>        What a great letter!  Thanks for putting it out there.  Betty
