
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: ]




Copyright © 2014 by Dana Goldstein

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Doubleday, a division of Random House LLC, New York, and in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto,
Penguin Random House companies.

www.doubleday.com

DOUBLEDAY and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Random House LLC.

Some reporting in chapters 9 and 10 originally appeared in The American Prospect, Slate, The Daily Beast,
The Nation, and Zócalo Public Square.

Jacket design by Emily Mahon
Jacket photograph © iHennigs / Ignacio Hennigs / Getty Images

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Goldstein, Dana.
The teacher wars : a history of America’s most embattled profession /
Dana Goldstein.—First edition.
pages cm
ISBN 978-0-385-53695-0 (hardcover)—ISBN 978-0-385-53696-7 (eBook)
1. Teaching—United States—History. 2. Teachers—Professional relationships—United States—History. 3. Public schools—United States—History.
4. Educational change—United States—History. I. Title.
LA212.G65 2014
371.1020973—dc23      2014007024

v3.1





To my parents, 
Laura Greene and Steven Goldstein




 

It is … advisable that the teacher should understand, and even be able to criticize, the general principles upon which the whole educational system is formed and administered. He is not like a private soldier in an army, expected merely to obey, or like a cog in a wheel, expected merely to respond to and transmit external energy; he must be an intelligent medium of action.

JOHN DEWEY, 1895
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Introduction

I began this book in early 2011 with a simple observation: Public school teaching had become the most controversial profession in America. Republican governors in Wisconsin, Ohio, and Indiana, and even the Democratic governor of deep blue Massachusetts, sought to diminish or eliminate teachers’ rights to collectively bargain. Teacher tenure was the subject of heated debate in statehouses from Denver to Tallahassee, and President Obama swore in his State of the Union address to “stop making excuses” for bad teachers. One rising-star Republican, New Jersey governor Chris Christie, even became a conservative folk hero after appearing in a series of YouTube videos in which he excoriated individual public school teachers—all of them middle-aged women—who rose at public events to challenge him on his $1 billion in education budget cuts, even as he cut $1.6 billion in corporate taxes.

No other profession operates under this level of political scrutiny, not even those, like policing or social work, that are also tasked with public welfare and are paid for with public funds. In 2010 Newsweek published a cover story called “The Key to Saving American Education.” The image was of a blackboard, with a single phrase chalked over and over again in a child’s loopy handwriting: We must fire bad teachers. We must fire bad teachers. We must fire bad teachers. Wide-release movies like Waiting for “Superman” and Won’t Back Down, funded by philanthropists who made their fortunes in the private sector, portray teacher tenure and its defender, teachers unions, as practically the sole causes of underperforming schools. Everywhere I traveled as a reporter, from the 2008 Democratic National Convention to the 2010 meeting of former president Bill Clinton’s Clinton Global Initiative, powerful people seemed to feel indignant about the incompetence and job security of public school teachers, despite polls showing that the American public considers teachers highly respected professionals, nearly on par with medical doctors.

Anxiety about bad teaching is understandable. Teachers do work that is both personal and political. They care for and educate our children, for whom we feel a fierce and loyal love. And they prepare our nation’s citizens and workers, whose wisdom and level of skill will shape our collective future. Given that teachers shoulder such an awesome responsibility, it makes sense that American politics is acutely attuned to their shortcomings. So I want to begin by acknowledging: It is true that the majority of American teachers have academically mediocre backgrounds. Most have below-average SAT scores and graduate from nonselective colleges and universities.*1 It is also true that one large review of practices within typical American elementary school classrooms found many children—and the majority of poor children—“sitting around, watching the teacher deal with behavioral problems, and engaging in boring and rote instructional activities such as completing worksheets and spelling tests.” Another study of over a thousand urban public school classrooms found only a third of teachers conducting lessons that developed “intellectual depth” beyond rote learning.

In the Obama era, the predominant policy response to these very real problems has been a narrow one: to weaken teachers’ tenure protections and then use “measures of student learning”—a euphemism for children’s scores on an ever-expanding battery of hastily designed tests—to identify and fire bad teachers. One Colorado teacher told me (hyperbolically) that the disproportionate focus on punishing awful teachers made her feel “I’ve chosen a profession that, in the public eye, is worse than prostitution.” A spate of online videos and blog posts, in which angry teachers publicly quit their jobs, has gone viral. “I can no longer cooperate with a testing regime that I believe is suffocating creativity and innovation in the classroom,” wrote Ron Maggiano, a Virginia high school social studies teacher and winner of two national teaching awards. In Illinois, Ellie Rubinstein tendered her resignation via YouTube, explaining, “Everything I loved about teaching is extinct. Curriculum is mandated. Minutes spent teaching subjects are audited. Schedules are dictated by administrators. The classroom teacher is no longer trusted or in control of what, when, or how she teaches.” Olivia Blanchard chose to leave her Teach for America placement in Atlanta, where hundreds of thousands of dollars in merit pay bonuses had been paid to administrators and teachers who cheated by erasing and correcting students’ answers on standardized tests before submitting them to be graded. After a round of indictments, those teachers who remained in the district were left demoralized and paranoid. When Blanchard clicked Send on her resignation e-mail, she was “flooded with relief,” she recounted in The Atlantic.

Blanchard, Maggiano, and Rubinstein represent a larger trend. Polls show teachers feel more passionate and mission-driven about their careers than other American professionals. But a MetLife survey of teachers found that between 2008 and 2012, the proportion who reported being “very satisfied” with their current job plummeted from 62 to 39 percent, the lowest level in a quarter century.

I had assumed this war over teaching was new, sparked by the anxieties of the Great Recession. After all, one-fifth of all American children were growing up poor—twice the child poverty rate of England or South Korea. Young adults were suffering from a 17 percent unemployment rate, compared to less than 8 percent in Germany and Switzerland. Over half of recent college graduates were jobless or underemployed for their level of education. A threadbare social safety net, run-amok bankers, lackadaisical regulators, the globalization of manufacturing, and a culture of consumerism, credit card debt, and short-term thinking might have gotten us into this economic mess. But we’d be damned if better teachers couldn’t help get us out. “Great teachers are performing miracles every single day,” Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said in 2009. “An effective teacher? They walk on water.” The rhetoric could provoke whiplash. Even as we were obsessed with the very worst teachers, we were worshipping an ideal, superhuman few.

This confusing dichotomy led me to wonder: Why are American teachers both resented and idealized, when teachers in other nations are much more universally respected? In South Korea, teachers are referred to as “nation builders.” In Finland, both men and women name teaching as among the top three most desirable professions for a spouse. Meanwhile, that old American saw—“Those who can’t do, teach”—continues to reverberate, reflecting elite condescension toward career educators.

I suspected that the key to understanding the American view of teachers lay in our history, and perhaps had something to do with the tension between our sky-high hopes for public education as the vehicle of meritocracy and our perennial unwillingness to fully invest in our public sector, teachers and schools included. For two hundred years, the American public has asked teachers to close troubling social gaps—between Catholics and Protestants; new immigrants and the American mainstream; blacks and whites; poor and rich. Yet every new era of education reform has been characterized by a political and media war on the existing teachers upon whom we rely to do this difficult work, often in the absence of the social supports for families that make teaching and learning most effective for kids, like stable jobs and affordable housing, child care, and health care. The nineteenth-century common school reformers depicted male teachers—90 percent of the classroom workforce in 1800—as sadistic, lash-wielding drunks who ought to be replaced by kinder, purer (and cheaper) women. During the Progressive Era, it was working-class female teachers who were attacked, for lacking the masculine “starch” supposedly necessary to preside over sixty-student classrooms of former child laborers. In the South during the civil rights era, Brown v. Board of Education prompted the racially motivated firings of tens of thousands of black teachers, as the Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations looked the other way. Then, at the height of the Black Power movement in the 1960s and 1970s, it was inner-city white teachers who were vilified, for failing to embrace parental control of schools and Afrocentric pedagogical theories.

Teachers have been embattled by politicians, philanthropists, intellectuals, business leaders, social scientists, activists on both the Right and Left, parents, and even one another. (As we shall see, some of the critiques were fair, others less so.) Americans have debated who should teach public school; what should get taught; and how teachers should be educated, trained, hired, paid, evaluated, and fired. Though we’ve been arguing about these questions for two centuries, very little consensus has developed.

Amid these teacher wars, many extraordinary men and women worked in public school classrooms and offered powerful, grassroots ideas for how to improve American education. Henry David Thoreau, Susan B. Anthony, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Lyndon B. Johnson are just a few of the famous Americans who taught. They resisted the fantasy of educators as saints or saviors, and understood teaching as a job in which the potential for children’s intellectual transcendence and social mobility, though always present, is limited by real-world concerns such as poor training, low pay, inadequate supplies, inept administration, and impoverished students and families. These teachers’ stories, and those of less well-known teachers, propel this history forward and help us understand why American teaching has evolved into such a peculiar profession, one attacked and admired in equal proportion.

Today the ineffective tenured teacher has emerged as a feared character, a vampiric type who sucks tax dollars into her bloated pension and health care plans, without much regard for the children under her care. Like past conflagrations over crack babies or welfare queens, which exemplified anxiety over public spending on poor people of color, today’s bad teacher scare employs all the classic features of a moral panic. According to sociologists who study these events, in a moral panic, policy makers and the media focus on a single class of people (in our case, veteran public school teachers) as emblems of a large, complex social problem (socioeconomic inequality, as evidenced by educational achievement gaps). Then the media repeats, ad nauseam, anecdotes about the most despicable examples of this type of person (such as “rubber room” teachers, who collect pay, sometimes for years, while awaiting termination hearings on accusations of corporal punishment or alcoholism). This focus on the worst of the worst misrepresents the true scale and character of what may be a genuine problem.

As a result, the public has gotten the message that public school teaching—especially urban teaching—is a broadly failed profession. The reality is concerning, but on a more modest scale: Depending on whom you ask, teacher-quality advocates estimate that somewhere between 2 and 15 percent of current teachers cannot improve their practice to an acceptable level and ought to be replaced each year. Far from confirming the perception that low-performing urban schools are uniformly bleak, talentless places, the latest “value-added” research quantifies what history shows: that even the highest-poverty neighborhood schools in cities like New York and Los Angeles employ teachers who produce among the biggest test score gains in their regions. What’s more, veteran teachers who work long-term in high-poverty schools with low test scores are actually more effective at raising student achievement than is the rotating cast of inexperienced teachers who try these jobs out but flee after one to three years.

The history of American education reform shows not only recurring attacks on veteran educators, but also a number of failed ideas about teaching that keep popping up again and again, like a Whac-A-Mole game at the amusement park. Over the past ten years, cities from Atlanta to Austin to New York have experimented with paying teachers bonuses for higher student test scores. This type of merit pay was attempted in the 1920s, early 1960s, and 1980s. It never worked to broadly motivate teachers or advance outcomes for kids. For over a century, school reformers have hoped that tweaking teacher rating systems would lead to more teachers being declared unfit and getting fired, resulting in an influx of better people into the profession. But under almost every evaluation system reformers have tried—rating teachers as good, fair, or poor; A, B, C, or D; Satisfactory or Unsatisfactory; or Highly Effective, Effective, Developing, or Ineffective—principals overburdened by paperwork and high teacher turnover ended up declaring that over 95 percent of their employees were just fine, indeed.*2 Fast-track teacher training programs like Teach for America, the Great Society–era Teacher Corps, and the nineteenth-century Board of National Popular Education are likewise a perennial feature of our school reform landscape. They recruit ambitious people to the classroom, but on a small scale, and do not systemically improve instruction for kids.

History also shows that teacher tenure has been widely misunderstood. It is true that tenure protections make it costly, in both time and money, for schools to fire veteran teachers. That is because due process rights allow tenured teachers accused of poor performance to “grieve” their evaluations and terminations to an arbitrator, who can rule to send them back to the classroom. Yet tenure predates collective bargaining for teachers by over half a century. Administrators granted teachers tenure as early as 1909, before unions were legally empowered at the negotiating table to demand this right. During the Progressive Era, both “good government” school reformers and then-nascent teachers unions supported tenure, which prevented teaching jobs from being used as political patronage and allowed teachers to challenge dismissals or demotions, once commonplace, based on gender, marital status, pregnancy, religion, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, or political ideology. Tenure has long existed even in southern states where teachers are legally barred from collective bargaining.

Today it is usually assumed that teachers enjoy much more job security than workers in the private sector. Even if we set aside the nearly 50 percent of all beginner teachers who choose to leave the profession within five years—and ignore the evidence that those who leave are worse performers than those who stay—it is unclear whether teachers are formally terminated for poor performance any less frequently than are other workers. In 2007, the last year for which national data is available, 2.1 percent of American public school teachers were fired for cause, a figure that includes tenured teachers. Compared to federal workers, who one study found are fired at an annual rate of .02 percent, teachers are exponentially more likely to be terminated. There is no comparable data from the private sector, because the Bureau of Labor Statistics groups layoffs with firings. But in 2012, companies with over a thousand employees, the closest private counterpart to large urban school systems, lost only about 2 percent of their workforce from firings, resignations, and layoffs combined. In short, teachers are more, not less, likely than many other workers to get fired.

It may well be that we want teachers to be fired more often than other professionals because their work is so much more important. Still, the public conversation about teaching rarely offers a realistic sense of scale—of how many bad teachers there truly are, and what it would take to either improve their skills or replace them with people who are apt to perform at a higher level.

It is often said that teachers ought to be as elite and high performing as attorneys or doctors. But teaching employs roughly five times as many people as either medicine or law. There are 3.3 million American public school teachers, compared to 691,000 doctors and 728,000 attorneys. Four percent of all civilian workers are teachers.

In some recent years just as many new teachers were hired—over 200,000—as the total number of American college graduates minted by selective institutions, those that accept fewer than half of their applicants. The National Council on Teacher Quality estimates that high-poverty schools alone hire some 70,000 new teachers annually. Reformers sometimes claim that this huge demand for teachers is driven by overaggressive class-size limits, and they argue for decreasing the number of teachers while raising class sizes and recruiting a smaller, more elite group to the profession. In California and Florida, poorly designed class-size laws did lead to the overhiring of underqualified teachers. But the leading teacher demographer, Richard Ingersoll of the University of Pennsylvania, has shown that the decrease in average elementary school class sizes since 1987, from 26 to 21 children, does not fully explain the “ballooning” of the teaching force. There are two other factors that together account for a larger part of the change: first, the explosion of high-needs special-education diagnoses for students, such as those with autism-spectrum disorders, and second, the increase in the number of high school students who enroll in math and science courses. Those trends are not likely ones we can or should reverse. While teacher prep programs in regions with an oversupply of teachers should raise their admission standards or shut down, calls for 100 percent of American teachers to hail from selective colleges are, frankly, absurd, especially if we also lay off the bottom, say, 2 to 15 percent of teachers each year—66,000 to 495,000 people—as many reformers would like. Currently, just 10 percent of teachers are graduates of selective colleges. Teach for America recruited 6,000 teachers in 2013. Another elite alternative certification program, The New Teacher Project, recruited about 1,800 teaching fellows. Urban teacher residencies, which are also highly competitive, produced some 500 teachers. These are tiny numbers relative to demand.

Moreover, with the possible exception of high school—level math teachers, there is little evidence that better students make better teachers. Some nations, such as Finland, have been able to build a teaching force made up solely of star students. But other places, such as Shanghai, have made big strides in student achievement without drastically adjusting the demographics of who becomes a teacher. They do it by reshaping teachers’ working days so they spend less time alone in front of kids and more time planning lessons and observing other teachers at work, sharing best practices in pedagogy and classroom management. According to Andreas Schleicher, a statistician who researches schools around the world, Shanghai “is good at attracting average people and getting enormous productivity out of them.” The future of American education likely looks similar. As John Dewey noted in 1895, “Education is, and forever will be, in the hands of ordinary men and women.”

I came to this project with sympathy for educators. American public school teaching has typically attracted individuals taking their first, tentative steps out of the working class, and one of them was my maternal grandfather, Harry Greene, a high school dropout. In his first career as a printer, he led a drive to organize a union at a nonunion shop, and for a while the fallout from that made it difficult for him to find work. When he was fifty-two years old, Harry finally earned an associate’s degree, and in 1965 began teaching vocational courses in New York City public high schools. He benefited from the early years of teacher collective bargaining. As a teacher, my grandfather made a steady middle-class salary with periodic raises for the first time in his life. That financial stability allowed my mother, Laura Greene, to attend a four-year private college.

My dad, Steven Goldstein, was another first-generation college graduate who became a public school teacher. He attended Adelphi University on a soccer scholarship. Always the jock, my dad discovered he had a passion for history, too, and taught middle and high school social studies for ten years before going into school administration, because he wanted to earn more money. He worked in several socioeconomically integrated suburban school districts, and would sometimes say that the teachers union could be an administrator’s greatest ally in removing a bad teacher from the classroom.

In addition to being the daughter and granddaughter of educators, I attended public schools in Ossining, New York, with a diverse group of white, black, Latino, and Asian classmates. A few parents, like my mom, commuted down the Hudson River to New York City for corporate jobs; others were single mothers on public assistance or line cooks in the kitchen of our town’s maximum-security prison, Sing Sing. But regardless of whether they were college professors or home health aides, the most involved parents in Ossining wanted their kids in the classrooms of the most experienced teachers. My junior-year math teacher, Mr. DiCarlucci, wore a full suit and tie every day, accessorized with blingy gold jewelry. Though he taught precalculus, he assigned research papers on high-level concepts like topology, to inspire us to stick with math over the long term. The white-haired Mr. Tunney guided English classes through dense classics like All the King’s Men with uncommon energy drawn from his infectious love for the books he taught. When teachers like that retired, the entire community mourned.

When I began reporting on education in 2007, I quickly learned how lucky I had been. Most American schools are socioeconomically segregated, very little like the integrated schools I attended in Ossining, where highly qualified teachers aspired to build long careers, and to teach both middle-class and poor children. In 2005, the average high school graduation rate in the nation’s fifty largest cities was just 53 percent, compared to 71 percent in the suburbs. International assessments conducted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, or OECD, show American schools are producing young adults who are less able than our counterparts in other developed nations to write coherently, read with understanding, and use numbers in day-to-day life. Even our most educated citizens, those with graduate degrees, are below world averages in math and computer literacy (though above average in reading). I do not believe schools are good enough the way they are. Nor do I believe that poverty and ethnic diversity prevent the United States from doing better educationally. Teachers and schools alone cannot solve our crisis of inequality and long-term unemployment, yet we know from the experience of nations like Poland that we don’t have to eradicate economic insecurity to improve our schools.

What I do believe is that education reformers today should learn from the mistakes of history. We must focus less on how to rank and fire teachers and more on how to make day-to-day teaching an attractive, challenging job that intelligent, creative, and ambitious people will gravitate toward. We must quiet the teacher wars and support ordinary teachers in improving their skills, what economist Jonah Rockoff, who studies teacher quality, calls “moving the big middle” of the profession. While the ingenuity and fortitude of exemplary teachers throughout history are inspiring, many of their stories, which you will read in this book, shed light on the political irrationality of focusing obsessively on rating teachers, while paying far less attention to the design of the larger public education and social welfare systems in which they work.

To understand those systems, we will begin our historical journey in Massachusetts during the first half of the nineteenth century. Advocates for universal public education, called common schoolers, were challenged by antitax activists. The détente between these two groups redefined American teaching as low-paid (or even volunteer) missionary work for women, a reality we have lived with for two centuries—as the children of slaves and immigrants flooded into the classroom, as we struggled with and then gave up on desegregating our schools, and as we began, in the late twentieth century, to confront a future in which young Americans without college degrees were increasingly disadvantaged in the labor market and thus relied on schools and teachers, more than ever before, to help them access a middle-class life.



*1 Recent data shows teachers’ academic qualifications improving, but it is unclear whether this is a lasting development or a short-term trend due to weak private sector hiring during the recession.

*2 These are the actual categories of the four rating systems used in the New York City public schools between 1898 and 2014.




• Chapter One •

“Missionary Teachers”

THE COMMON SCHOOLS MOVEMENT AND THE FEMINIZATION OF AMERICAN TEACHING

In 1815 a religious revival swept the Litchfield Female Academy, a private school in a genteel Connecticut town.

In those years, there were few truly “public” schools in the United States. The U.S. Constitution did not mention education as a right (it still doesn’t), and school attendance was not compulsory. Schools were generally organized by town councils, local churches, urban charitable societies, or—in more remote parts of the country—ad hoc groups of neighbors. A mix of tuition payments and local tax dollars supported the schools. Two-thirds of American students attended one-room schoolhouses, where as many as seventy children from age five through sixteen were educated together, usually by just one overwhelmed schoolteacher, who was nearly always male. School was held only twelve weeks per year, six in the summer and six in the winter. There were rarely any textbooks on hand, and the most frequent assignment was to memorize and recite Bible passages. Naughty children were whipped or made to sit in the corner wearing a dunce cap.

At Litchfield, a relative island of privilege, girl after girl loudly and publicly achieved the state of “conversion” expected of all fervent Calvinists, a transcendent, nearly manic period in which God’s plan for one’s life would be revealed, setting an individual upon her predestined path toward heaven. Conversion tended to be catching, like the flu. But fourteen-year-old Catharine Beecher refused to convert. This made her conspicuous, because she was the daughter of a celebrity preacher.

Her father, Lyman Beecher, first came to the public’s attention after he delivered a passionate sermon against dueling in the wake of Alexander Hamilton’s death in 1804 at the hands of Aaron Burr. He cast himself as a moral compass on matters both religious and secular. In sermons and articles, he opposed Catholic immigration and the spread of liberal Unitarianism, supported the gradual elimination of slavery and the “re-colonization” of black Americans to Africa, and celebrated American expansion into the West as a sign that God intended the Protestant United States to lead as “a light to the nations”—a phrase he borrowed from the prophet Isaiah. In 1830 he would speak out against President Andrew Jackson’s brutal relocation of Native American families from the Southeast to land west of the Mississippi River.

Those views were fairly liberal for their time. Lyman Beecher’s faith was not. He preached predestination, the doctrine that holds that a baby is fated from birth for either salvation or damnation, and that his deeds on earth can hardly change the outcome. In riveting sermons, Beecher would sketch a vivid portrait of the death and perdition of sinners, their brows sweating and extremities growing cold as they sunk down to hell.

Catharine Beecher hated disappointing her father, to whom she was very close. He would even boast that Catharine was “the best boy he had”—quite a statement coming from a man with seven sons! But she found Bible study “irksome and disagreeable” and chafed against the notion of original sin. How could an unformed child be guilty of all of humanity’s past corruptions? She was far more passionate about poetry than religion; several of her verses were published in journals while she was still a teenager. She earned every academic distinction and then took up the only job considered socially respectable for a young woman of her class: She worked as a finishing school teacher of the “domestic arts”—needlepoint, knitting, piano playing, and painting. In truth, Catharine hated those feminine pastimes. She would later lament the “mournful, despairing hours” she had once devoted to such activities, which were thought to raise a girl’s value on the marriage market. But for Catharine, wage earning was an important goal, at least until marriage. Her mother had died when she was sixteen, and Lyman Beecher quickly remarried. The preacher had a dozen younger children to support, including the future author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe.

At a party in the spring of 1822, when Catharine Beecher was twenty-one years old, she met Horace Mann. He had grown up on a farm in Franklin, Massachusetts, southwest of Boston, and was at the time a twenty-six-year-old law student in Litchfield, rumored to have political ambitions. Mann had already heard of Beecher: She was the famous preacher’s iconoclastic daughter, and a published poet, too. Up to this point in his life, Mann, though tall and handsome, had demonstrated almost no interest in women, even pretty ones. (His roommate at Brown University would recall Mann as someone so self-serious that he had committed “not a single instance” of youthful misbehavior.) But Beecher was different. With tightly wound curls framing a square-jawed face, she conveyed a certain harshness, which she had inherited from her father. The young teacher was fascinating not because she was beautiful, but because she was intelligent.

Beecher and Mann traded thoughts that evening on the romantic novels of Sir Walter Scott; later Mann regretted that the conversation had produced only “truisms” on his part, nothing at all “tremendous” to demonstrate the depth of his ideas. But no matter, for Beecher was already engaged to a far more accomplished man: Alexander Metcalf Fisher, a math prodigy who at the age of twenty-four had become Yale’s youngest-ever tenured professor, and had already written several well-regarded textbooks. Fisher had grown up a few farms away from Mann in Franklin, and Mann gossiped in a letter home to his sister that Beecher “is reputed a lady of superior intellect” and would “probably make the Professor a very good help-mate.”

Impressed as he was with Beecher, Mann had underestimated her. She was destined not to be a housewife, but to assume her father’s mantle as a leading public intellectual. Together, she and Horace Mann would define public education as America’s new, more gentle church, and female teachers as the ministers of American morality.

[image: ]

Less than two weeks after Beecher met Mann, her fiancé drowned in a shipwreck off the coast of Ireland. Fisher had been on his way to Europe for a yearlong tour of the continent’s universities, to study alongside the leading scientists of the day. They had planned to marry the following spring. Now Beecher’s future was uncertain. “I lie down in sorrow and awake in heaviness, and go mourning all day long,” she wrote. Following several months of confinement in her father’s home, she fled to the Fisher family farm in Franklin. Alexander’s parents asked if Beecher might tutor their younger children, a teenage boy and two small girls, who had lost not only their beloved eldest brother, but also their academic mentor.

Upon her arrival, a depressed Beecher retreated to the Fisher attic, where she searched obsessively through her dead fiancé’s diaries and letters. She was surprised by what she found. The couple’s courtship had been stilted and almost all their time together chaperoned. It turned out she had not known her fiancé very well at all. Alexander Fisher’s diaries laid bare a tortured soul who, at the age of nineteen, endured a case of “delirium,” so torn was he between the obligations of religion and his attraction to his true passions, math and science. During this episode, Fisher suffered from delusions of grandiosity, believing he could deploy mathematical problem solving to save the universe from sudden destruction. When the mania passed, Fisher returned to his scientific studies at Yale, chiding himself for a lack of religious faith, which he described as “an incapacity … of making moral truth the subject of steady contemplation.” Like Beecher, Fisher had devoted years of tedious Sundays to devotional study, only to regretfully conclude in 1819, when he was a professor, that his spiritual life was “a blank,” and he would never achieve conversion. Around this time, he stopped keeping a journal and devoted himself full-time to planning lessons, writing textbooks, and counseling his Yale students.

Beecher was moved by Fisher’s frustrations with traditional religion—so similar to her own—and by his eventual decision to commit himself fully to a career as a scholar and teacher. She felt certain, for the first time in her young life, that predestination was false. Fisher had been a good man—a saved man—not because he had converted, but because he had done good in his life. Beecher wrote to her father: “The heart must have something to rest upon, and if it is not God, it will be the world.”

Beecher’s new conviction that public works could serve society as well as private faith set her off on a career in education. As a girl, she had been denied the academic opportunities granted to Fisher to study classical languages, master higher-order mathematics, and immerse herself in contemporary political thought. The Litchfield Female Academy had been organized around religious piety, public shaming, and social positioning. Each morning, the students would queue up to submit to a barrage of leading questions posed by the commanding headmistress: Have you been patient in acquiring your lessons? Have you spoken any indecent word or by any action discovered a want of feminine delicacy? Have you combed your hair with a fine-tooth comb and cleaned your teeth every morning? Have you eaten any green fruit during the week? Every girl was required to keep a daily journal of her spiritual faults; entries notable for either their righteousness or depravity were read aloud to a Saturday morning general assembly—with names attached. The school’s pedagogical techniques were stultifying, and entirely typical of the era. In class, the headmistress merely read aloud to her pupils; for homework, the girls regurgitated in their journals all the trivia they could remember: the longitudes and latitudes of various countries, the dates of major battles, the lineages of British kings. Math instruction ceased before algebra or trigonometry, while chemistry and physics were neglected entirely.

Poring over Fisher’s notebooks and lesson plans, Beecher was exposed for the first time to philosophy and logic. With guidance from her younger brother Edward, who had been educated at Andover and Yale, she was able to grasp the challenging material quickly and impart it to her pupils. Didn’t all girls deserve the opportunity Beecher was now offering Fisher’s sisters—to undertake broad intellectual pursuits? And if Beecher could successfully learn and teach serious subject matter—not just the “domestic arts”—why couldn’t other smart young women?

Most crucially for the history of American education, Beecher came to believe that women were likely to be the most effective teachers not only of girls, but of boys as well. A middle-class lady like herself, without immediate marriage prospects, faced a strictly limited landscape of opportunity. She could not enroll in college (Mount Holyoke and Oberlin did not become the first American colleges to admit women until the 1830s), nor study for the ministry (it was closed to women), nor train to become a doctor or lawyer (medical and law schools were male only), nor set out in business on her own (banks rarely lent to women). The more Beecher thought about it, the more it seemed that teaching was the one profession in which a woman could gain “influence, respectability, and independence” without venturing outside “the prescribed boundaries of feminine modesty,” she wrote. Beecher was a lifelong opponent of women’s suffrage; she thought politics a dirty game that would corrupt women’s God-given virtue. But that virtue, she thought, made women the ideal educators. Beecher saw the home and the school as intertwined, two naturally feminine realms in which women could nurture the next generation. “Woman, whatever are her relations in life, is necessarily the guardian of the nursery, the companion of childhood, and the constant model of imitation,” she wrote in her “Essay on the Education of Female Teachers.” “It is her hand that first stamps impressions on the immortal spirit, that must remain forever.” Historian Redding Sugg dubbed this the “motherteacher” ideal—the notion that teaching and mothering were much the same job, done in different settings.

Just a year after her fiancé’s death, Beecher began to put her new theories into practice. In 1823 she deployed her father’s social connections to establish the Hartford Female Seminary, and within a year had attracted a hundred students from throughout the eastern United States and as far away as Canada, many of whom hoped to become teachers. Beecher’s school embraced a level of academic rigor unheard of at elite girls’ academies of the period; students took classes in Latin, Greek, algebra, chemistry, modern languages, and moral and political philosophy. Beecher opposed rote memorization and overt academic competition; her school gave out no awards, which she believed inflated students’ vanity when they should be motivated to learn by simple love for God, their parents, and their country. Beecher believed in hands-on learning, through field trips and science experiments. Her educational philosophy was far ahead of its time. It would be another seventy years before John Dewey would famously articulate similar notions about teaching the “whole child.” Some of the school’s graduates launched new schools based on Beecher’s ideas.

The Hartford Female Seminary was controversial. Some local parents objected to the teaching of classics, which they believed inflated their daughters’ expectations beyond reason, since these girls were likely to lead rather monotonous, domestic lives as wives and mothers. “I would rather my daughters would go to school and sit down and do nothing than to study philosophy,” one father wrote in a letter to the Connecticut Courant newspaper. “These branches fill young Misses with vanity to the degree that they are above attending to the more useful parts of an education.”

In her 1827 essay “Female Education,” Beecher responded directly to such critics, rejecting the conventional wisdom that the only reason for a girl to attend school was to refine her deportment in order to snare a husband. “A lady should study, not to shine, but to act,” she wrote. “She is to read books, not to talk of them, but to bring the improvement they furnish.… The great uses of study are to enable her to regulate her own mind and to be useful to others,” primarily as a teacher.

Beecher and her school attracted so much attention that by the late 1820s she was spending almost no time teaching and was instead traveling the nation on the lecture circuit, speaking to ladies’ church groups and at libraries and social clubs. She had become America’s first media darling school reformer. By this time, Beecher had declared she would never marry. She lived during a cultural moment of high anxiety about the proper role for unmarried women—“old maids” who, without husbands or children, were often thought to be unable to contribute productively to society. In her speeches, she would cite U.S. Census figures showing that there were 14,000 more unmarried women than unmarried men in the Northeast. At least one-quarter of these single women, Beecher guessed, might want to become “missionary teachers,” migrating west to educate the two million “ignorant and neglected American children” of the frontier, whose parents presumably lacked the educational commitment of the New England elite and needed to be prodded into establishing village schools.

Well before most states or territories began raising taxes to fund education, Beecher summoned up the terrifying specter of the French Revolution to make the argument for universal schooling. In her speech “The Duty of American Women to Their Country,” she described education provided by female teachers as the best bulwark against a violent uprising by the underclass. The French Revolution, she warned, had been “a war of the common people upon the classes above them” in which “the wealthy, educated, and noble are down” while “the poor, the ignorant, the base hold the offices, wealth, and power. Everything is mismanaged. Everything goes wrong.” Beecher had imagined a way for elite young women to go west, not as wives or mothers, but with a patriotic duty to their young, expanding nation—to educate the masses for democracy. These lady teachers would be motivated by “energy, discretion, and self-denying benevolence,” she said, taking inspiration from Catholic nuns. With teaching as an option, Beecher argued, women could choose to marry only if they fell in love, not because marriage was the only socially acceptable role.

It was radical to suggest women should teach in co-ed schools. In the early nineteenth century, only 10 percent of American women worked outside the home. Because the assumption was that public work of any kind was degrading to a middle-class woman, Beecher had to make the case that opening the teaching profession to women would be good for students and society—not just for the women themselves. Women, she posited, would make better teachers than the men currently presiding over most classrooms. In fact, she helped ignite a moral panic about male teachers. In her famous 1846 lecture, “The Evils Suffered by American Women and American Children,” she enthusiastically cited a New York State report on local schools that called male teachers “incompetent” and “intemperate … coarse, hard, unfeeling men, too lazy or stupid” to be entrusted with the care of children. Ichabod Crane, the protagonist of Washington Irving’s 1820 classic short story “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” epitomized the type. Described as a sort of well-intentioned petty tyrant lording it over the children at a poorly maintained single-room schoolhouse through the generous use of a birch rod, Crane is “tarrying” away his youth before, he assumes, beginning a more illustrious career. He fancies himself an intellectual, but in truth, the schoolmaster is a superstitious simpleton.

Pious young women seemed preferable to the hapless Ichabod Cranes of the world. “I simply ask,” Beecher said, “if it would not be better to put the thousands of men who are keeping school for young children into the mills, and employ the women to train the children?” There was another argument, too. Female workers were cheap. Beecher openly pitched hiring female teachers as a potential money-saving strategy for state and local governments launching compulsory schooling for the first time. “[A] woman needs support only for herself” while “a man requires support for himself and a family,” she wrote, appealing to the stereotype that women with families did not do wage-earning work—a false assumption even in the early nineteenth century, when many working-class wives and mothers labored on family farms or took in laundry and sewing to make ends meet. Black women almost universally worked, whether as slaves in the South or as domestic servants or laundresses in the North. What was truly new about Beecher’s conception of teaching was that it pushed middle-class white women, in particular, into public view as workers outside the home.

Male teachers of this period may have been less cruel or stupid than frustrated. They were struggling with educational neglect, such as the short school year and lack of funding for decent classrooms and school supplies. Many promising young men of Beecher’s generation tried teaching school but quickly became disgruntled by the conditions under which they were forced to work—conditions that Beecher, who attended and then taught in elite private schools, never experienced firsthand. At the age of eighteen, Herman Melville spent a winter as a teacher in a remote part of rural Massachusetts, wrangling thirty poorly behaved students of every age and size, all of them crammed into a one-room schoolhouse that had no supplies, tiny windows, and bad ventilation. He boarded with a local family and earned $11 per month, about the same salary as a farm laborer and half that of a skilled mechanic. These conditions left Melville “anxious for some other occupation,” he admitted. Henry David Thoreau found his two weeks teaching public school in Canton, Massachusetts, so bleak that he concluded that classroom education—as opposed to education from “real life”—was almost always a futile effort, one in which children were subject to “the process, not of enlightening, but of obfuscating the mind.”

As much as men were frustrated with the working conditions in schools, such concerns were not the real reason the profession transitioned from college-educated males toward the young female moral educators envisioned by Catharine Beecher. Antitax sentiment played a more important role, as did the political evolution and influence of Horace Mann.

In the years after Horace Mann left Litchfield, he established a successful legal practice, and in 1827 he was elected to the lower house of the Massachusetts legislature. As part of the political movement that would become the Whig Party—a marriage between social liberals and fiscally cautious northeastern business interests—Mann supported the establishment of insane asylums and schools for the blind and deaf. He was a critic of the death penalty and wanted to shut down lotteries, which he considered unchristian. On August 11 and 12, 1834, an anti-Catholic mob torched an Ursuline convent and school in Charlestown, Massachusetts, burning it to the ground. Mann was appointed to lead a citizens committee investigating what he called the “horrible outrage” of the arson. Several months after this high-profile assignment, Mann was elected to the state senate. He had patrons in the railroad industry, as well as political support from Boston intellectuals, so he focused on social issues around which these two constituencies could converge, especially education.

Mann had become a devotee of phrenology, the analysis of people’s physical characteristics, especially the sizes and shapes of their heads, in order to determine their moral and intellectual nature. Phrenologists like the Scottish philosopher George Combe (after whom Mann named one of his sons) characterized Mediterraneans as hotheaded and lazy, blacks as brutish, and northern Europeans as hardworking and intelligent. During the nineteenth century, phrenology was considered a progressive ideology. Its proponents believed that each individual’s deficiencies could be identified, then ameliorated through schooling; these methods, it was thought, would eradicate poverty and crime in just a few generations.

Mann found phrenology appealing, in part as a replacement for religious doctrine. When he was a young teenager, his brother Stephen drowned horsing around in a local pond, where he was playing hooky when he was supposed to have been in church. The next Sunday the town preacher, a fire-and-brimstone Calvinist, sermonized on the incident, warning the children of Franklin that they too would die and suffer in eternal hell if they sinned as Stephen Mann had. Sitting in the pews that day were Horace, his two surviving siblings, and their mother, who during the sermon let out an audible groan of pain. Horace Mann never forgot the preacher’s act of cruelty toward his grieving family, and, like Catharine Beecher, struggled to accept Puritan notions of predestination and original sin, with their implication that people could not improve themselves.

Unlike strict Puritanism, phrenology held that individuals—even the poor, the drunk, or the criminal, like those who perpetrated the convent arson—could save themselves through education. If that was true, Mann the politician could promote funding schools as the primary means of improving society, while overlooking more controversial interventions. Biographer Jonathan Messerli writes that as Mann became more and more fascinated by school reform, he largely ignored his colleagues in the state legislature who called for regulating the free market more aggressively, through preventing industrialists from seizing public land, establishing monopolies, and paying low wages. Of course, the miseries of nineteenth-century poverty had as much to do with dismal working conditions and low pay as with lack of schooling. Historian Arthur Schlesinger called Mann’s impulse “moral reform.” Whigs, Schlesinger stated, “saw things simply. They ignored the relationship between ethical conduct and the social setting,” and believed social improvement was “a personal problem” more than an economic or structural one.

In 1837 Mann helped lead a Whig push to establish a state board of education to oversee local schools and require compulsory enrollment for all children. This was the flowering of the national common schools movement, a state-by-state effort to fund universal elementary education. From the state senate floor, Mann asked his fellow legislators to commit $2 million to achieve these goals, arguing that through education “[t]hose orders and conditions of life among us now stamped with inferiority are capable of rising to the common level, and of ascending if that level ascends.” He complained that Bostonians had paid a collective $50,000 for tickets to see the European ballerina Fanny Elssler, known “for the scantiness of her wardrobe.” This was the same amount of money, total, paid to Massachusetts teachers each year. What did society value more—salacious dancing or schools?

The legislature appropriated $1 million for the new board of education, half of what Mann asked for. This was an early lesson in the broad appeal of the common schools movement—as long as costs could be contained. Mann left the state senate to become Massachusetts’s secretary of education, the first such position in the United States. Overflowing with enthusiasm for his new position, he undertook a self-guided study of the most important educational theories then circulating in the Western world. Like many American reformers, he was intrigued by the French philosopher Victor Cousin’s 1831 report on Prussian public schools. With the goal of creating a unified, educated, and—above all—morally superior citizenry, the Prussian monarchy had prioritized improving the quality of its teacher corps. In 1811 Prussia issued a decree banning teachers from holding secondary jobs and discouraging the practice of teachers boarding with local families, which the government thought compromised teachers’ dignity. (Both of these remained common practices in the United States well into the twentieth century.) By 1819, Prussian law guaranteed teachers a living wage and a pension paid to their families after their deaths. Schoolhouses were to be “properly laid out, kept in repair and warmed,” and local governments were required to provide “furniture, books, pictures, instruments, and all things necessary for the lessons and exercises.” To train teachers, Prussia established normal schools, which admitted both male and female students between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, called normalites. They spent two years studying pedagogy and the subjects they would teach, and then passed a third year as an apprentice teacher in a real school.

Considering the limited funds available to the Massachusetts Board of Education, Mann decided to focus on two projects: first, making sure each district school was equipped with at least a rudimentary library, and second, opening Prussian-style normal schools to train teachers. His hopes for these new teacher training academies were nearly ecstatic: “I believe Normal schools to be a new instrumentality in the advancement of the race,” he wrote. By 1840 Mann had opened three normal schools, and by 1870, twenty-two states had followed suit. The best early normal school was probably the very first, in Lexington, Massachusetts (now Framingham State College). Unlike Prussian normal schools, it was open only to female applicants because they would be cheaper than men for the state to employ as teachers. The normalites were supposed to spend three years taking classes in algebra, moral philosophy, and “the art of teaching.” They practiced their skills in a model classroom, with thirty real students between the ages of six and ten. A celebrated veteran teacher named Cyrus Peirce was the principal of the program. He described in his journal how he helped the apprentice teachers learn their craft:


Twice every day the Principal of the Normal School goes into the model school for general observation and direction, spending from one half hour to one hour each visit. In these visits, I either sit and watch the general operations of the school, or listen attentively to a particular teacher and her class, or [teach] a class myself, and let the teacher be the listener and observer. After the exercises have closed, I comment upon what I have seen and heard before the teachers, telling them what I deem good, and what faulty, either in their doctrine or their practice, their theory or their manner.… In these several ways, I attempt to combine, as well as I can, theory and practice, precept and example.



It is uncanny how this routine describes today’s acknowledged best practices in teacher training and professional development, with a mentor teacher acting as a thoughtful instructional coach. Alas, most normal schools across the United States had little of the curricular rigor of the Lexington normal school and were especially lacking in opportunities to practice teaching in real-world conditions. Up through the early twentieth century, normals were considered an alternative to academic high school or college, with far less prestige. They enrolled many young girls who were straight out of primary school themselves, with the equivalent of just a sixth- or seventh-grade education. Between the 1920s and 1960s, as the high school diploma became more universal and states passed laws requiring teachers to earn bachelor’s degrees, often in education, many normal schools transitioned into regional state colleges with lower admissions standards than flagship state universities. Most American teachers continue to enter the classroom after studying education at the undergraduate level at nonselective colleges. In many ways, we are still living with the teacher training system the common schools movement created.

By the early 1840s, four times as many new Massachusetts teachers were female than male. Not everyone was happy about this shift. The Boston masters, an association of university-educated male high school teachers, complained that bringing normal school alumnae into the classroom would weaken academic standards and school discipline, and that adolescent boys would run amok. Mann responded by adopting the ideas of his old acquaintance Catharine Beecher, offering both pragmatic and idealistic arguments for employing female teachers. In his eleventh annual report as secretary of education, he noted that replacing male teachers with women had saved the state $11,000, which was “double the expense of the three State Normal Schools.” Hence—a bargain for taxpayers! Mann depicted these cost-effective female educators as angelic public servants motivated by Christian faith; wholly unselfish, self-abnegating, and morally pure. He said that careers in politics, the military, and journalism ought to remain closed to women, who were too innocent to wade into those “black and sulfurous” spheres. Teaching, Mann argued, was woman’s true calling, one that would take advantage of all her natural, God-given talents as a nurturer, whether or not she had biological children of her own:


As a teacher of schools … how divinely does she come, her head encircled with a halo of heavenly light, her feet sweetening the earth on which she treads, and the celestial radiance of her benignity making vice begin its work of repentance through very envy of the beauty of virtue!



Mann’s descriptions of the perfect female teacher sounded very much like his eulogies of his late wife, Charlotte, whom he mourned acutely for nearly a decade after her death at the age of twenty-three, just two years after their wedding. In an early letter to Mary Peabody, who would become his second wife, Mann wrote that Charlotte had “purified my conceptions of purity and beautified the ideal of every excellence … Her sympathy with others [sic] pain seemed to be quicker and stronger than the sensation of her own; and with a sensibility that would sigh at a crushed flower, there was a spirit of endurance, that would uphold a martyr.”

This rose-tinged conception of women teachers’ virtue spread from Horace Mann and Catharine Beecher throughout the common schools movement. An 1842 manual for local schools produced by an anonymous New York philanthropist was unapologetic about promoting female teachers as the cornerstone of “a cheap system,” positing that the most talented women would be willing to work for half of what men of the “poorest capacity” would demand. But the authors made sure to add that “women have a native tact in the management of very young minds which is rarely possessed by men … they have a peculiar power of awakening the sympathies of children, and inspiring them with a desire to excel.”

Given widespread nineteenth-century assumptions about women’s lack of intellectual capacity, there was an explicit connection between the promotion of non-college-educated female teachers and the idea, influenced by phrenology, that American public schools should focus more on developing children’s character than on increasing their academic knowledge beyond basic literacy and numeracy. Although both Mann and Beecher had enjoyed studying Latin, Greek, and the sciences, their public pronouncements on education rarely devoted much attention to the academic curriculum, especially from the 1840s forward, as the common schools movement began to attract more support from influential politicians and business leaders, the kind of men more concerned with educating the next generation of voters and workers than in fostering intellectuals. Early in her career at the Hartford Female Seminary, Beecher had fought to win for elite young women access to the classical liberal arts curriculum. But when it came to setting the agenda for public schools for the masses, she seemed to feel differently about what the purposes of an education should be. “Education in this country will never reach its highest end,” she wrote in her autobiography, “till the care of the physical, social, and moral interests shall take precedence of mere intellectual development and acquirements.” Mann agreed. “The teaching of A, B, C, and the multiplication table has no quality of sacredness in it,” he said in an 1839 lecture. Instead, the purpose of schooling was to lead students’ “affections outward in good-will towards men, and upward in reverence to God.”

This value system, in which morality was given more weight than intellect, set the new American public school system apart from some of its Western European counterparts. Between 1830 and 1900, the American teacher corps feminized much faster than did the teaching forces in Germany or France, which remained about 50 percent male. Prussia’s comparatively generous teacher pay and pensions, as well as gender-segregated schools, helped keep men in the classroom (since boys’ schools were more attractive to male teachers). In France, an additional factor was at play: the government’s insistence that public schools maintain rigorous liberal arts standards. For the French philosopher Victor Cousin, the one failing of the Prussian system was that it was more concerned with imparting religiosity than with teaching secular knowledge of languages, literature, and history. “Classical studies,” Cousin wrote, “keep alive the sacred tradition of the moral and intellectual life of the human race. To curtail or enfeeble such studies would, in my eyes, be an act of barbarism, a crime against all true and high civilization, and in some sort an act of high treason against humanity.”

Horace Mann referred to this intellectual critique of moral schooling as “the European fallacy.” He considered a French-style liberal arts education irrelevant to the masses in a popular democracy, where the most important task facing any man was, as a voter, to assess the moral character of candidates for political office. As he aged, the leader of the common schools movement grew increasingly anti-intellectual in his worldview. His scorn for Nathaniel Hawthorne, author of The Scarlet Letter and one of the first truly great American writers, is evidence of this trait in full flower. Mann haughtily disapproved of Hawthorne, a bohemian who was in love with Mary Peabody Mann’s younger sister, Sophia. The young couple scandalized Boston society by reputedly lying in bed together (albeit fully clothed) before they were married. In a letter to a friend, Mann confessed that he did not understand Hawthorne’s writing, adding, “I should rather have built up the blind asylum than to have written Hamlet.” This view of art and social good as in opposition to each other—with intellectual pursuits coded as somewhat decadent—contained more than a kernel of the Puritan ideology Mann believed he had rejected in his adolescence.

In the late 1830s, Mann and Catharine Beecher began to carry on an occasional correspondence about Beecher’s newest project, the Board of National Popular Education. The Board, a sort of prototype of Teach for America, would make Beecher’s vision of a corps of “missionary” female teachers a reality. It aimed to locate well-bred, evangelical young women from the Northeast and send them west to open frontier schools. It took Beecher until 1847 to raise enough philanthropic funds to recruit the Board’s first class of seventy volunteer teachers. In their month-long training, conducted by Beecher, the women learned some basic pedagogy, were warned about the primitive living conditions in the West, and, most of all, were encouraged to act as “a new source of moral power” in frontier communities. If no Protestant Sunday school existed in their settlements, they were expected to establish one, in addition to teaching secular school during the week.

The young women were dispatched to Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, Kentucky, and Tennessee. Conditions in the territories were difficult, and during the first decade of this work, twenty-one teachers died. Some recruits found that despite their best intentions, communities were too poor to build schoolhouses or heat them in the winter. Some parents objected to religious proselytizing by Board recruits, and others complained that the young women had too little teaching experience. One recruit became the only teacher in a rural school serving children aged five through seventeen. “Not one can read intelligibly,” she lamented in a letter to Beecher. “They have no idea of the proprieties of the school-room or of study, and I am often at a loss to know what to do for them.… Though it is winter, some are without stockings and no shoes.”

Recruits boarded with local families and shared bedrooms with their students. There was little privacy, and sometimes not even candlelight or basic sanitation. Yet many of the teachers remained grateful for the opportunity and experienced modest success. One recruit reported that she was teaching forty-five students in a “small log house … The people here are very ignorant; very few of them can either read or write, but they wish to have their children taught.” Religion sustained these young women. A recruit who taught both secular and Sunday school in Minnesota wrote to Beecher that despite being broke and suffering from a two-month fever, “the refinements of society, the wealth or honor of earth, cannot attract me from this isolated spot so long as God has work for me here. I have never had the first regret at having come.”

After rebelling against the harsh Calvinism of their parents, the tightly knit first generation of American education reformers tended to see schools as secular churches: community centers where any child could be improved—even religiously “saved”—through education. Mann and Beecher believed it was more important to teach a child good deeds than good doctrine; to focus less on the details of literature or mathematics than to create faithful, decent, socially adept young men and women—people who would resist the mob rule represented by the French Revolution and the Ursuline convent arson. Teaching was promoted as the female equivalent of the ministry: a profession whose prestige would be rooted not in worldly rewards, such as money or political influence, but in the personal satisfaction that came from serving others.

Yet during an era of deep bias against women’s intellectual and professional capabilities, the feminization of teaching wrought by the common schoolers carried an enormous cost: Teaching became understood less as a career than as a philanthropic vocation or romantic calling. The common schools movement succeeded in attracting political support in part because of its emphasis on accessible moral education over more academic concerns. But this left a number of important educational problems unresolved. Should schools prepare students for particular occupations, or give all children the exact same education? If teachers were expected to be the chief architects of their pupils’ moral lives, what implications did this have for the role of parents—and was it reasonable to expect the influence of teachers to outweigh the influence of the family? How would common schools founded as purveyors of WASP morality deal with increasingly diverse student populations, soon not only Catholics but free blacks and immigrant Jews as well?

The gadfly Boston journalist Orestes Brownson proved prescient in his skepticism toward the common schools movement. A convert to Catholicism, Brownson worried about Protestant reformers’ attempts to make public school teachers double as missionaries, and thought parents should exercise more control over community schools. In general, he subscribed to a more pragmatic vision of the role of the school in society, arguing it was unlikely teachers could make much headway in defeating poverty as long as workers lacked vocational training and labor rights. He wrote:


Education, such as it is, is ever going on. Our children are educated in the streets, by the influence of their associates … in the bosom of the family, by the love and gentleness or wrath and fretfulness of parents, by the passions or affections they see manifested, the conversations to which they listen, and above all by the general pursuits, habits, and moral tone of the community. In all these are schoolrooms and schoolmasters sending forth scholars educated for good or for evil or, what is more likely, for a little of both. The real question for us to ask is not, Shall our children be educated? but, To what end shall they be educated, and by what means? What is the kind of education needed, and how shall it be furnished?



Beecher and Mann believed morality was the end of public education, and female teachers were its means. In fact, there was little public consensus on what American common schooling should look like. Subsequent generations of education reformers—and women’s rights leaders—would angrily challenge the status quo Mann and Beecher had wrought: of masses of low-paid, poorly educated “motherteachers,” prioritizing faith over academic learning.


• Chapter Two •

“Repressed Indignation”

THE FEMINIST CHALLENGE TO AMERICAN EDUCATION

In 1838, eighteen-year-old Susan B. Anthony was away at Quaker boarding school when she received a letter informing her that a childhood friend had married a middle-aged widower with six children. Letters home had to be edited by a teacher for moral content, so Susan took her true feelings to her diary: “I should think any female would rather live and die an old maid.”

A few months later, Anthony withdrew from school. Her father’s cotton mill had gone bust, and he could no longer afford tuition. She began working as a teacher in village schools near her family’s upstate New York home. By the time she moved away, eight years later, she had turned down at least two marriage proposals. She liked working and had secured an exciting new job, as head of girls’ education at the Canajoharie Academy in Palatine Bridge, New York, where her uncle served on the school board. With her $110 annual salary, more money than she had ever had before, Anthony binged on high fashion, including a dress made of purple merino wool at $2 per yard, an $8 gray fox muff, and a $5.50 white silk hat that “makes the villagers stare.” In a letter home she wondered (a little churlishly) if her sisters did not “feel rather sad because they are married and can not have nice clothes.”

At age twenty-six, Anthony was exhilarated by life on her own, attending balls and the circus for the first time. Always a Quaker—if a somewhat lapsed one—she founded a local women’s temperance organization. Yet she took her teaching job seriously and resented the fact that she earned less than her male colleagues. Anthony wrote to her mother in November 1846 that although her students’ parents celebrated her “diligent” teaching, and she had recruited four new pupils to the school, she would not receive a raise. “That salary business runs in my head, I can tell you,” she complained. She immersed herself in the work, giving special attention to one fifteen-year-old girl who had what Anthony considered an unfair reputation for being “unmanageable. I hope to find her otherwise.” Soon enough, the child regarded her young teacher as “a sort of cousin,” Anthony reported, and began to “carry herself rather strait.”

Over the next two years, Anthony’s enthusiasm for teaching waned. She admired the headmaster who had hired her, but when he retired in 1848, she disliked the new boss, a nineteen-year-old fond of corporal punishment. Though Anthony had been teaching for a decade, her gender disqualified her for a larger role at the school—it was unthinkable that a woman would supervise men. Her stagnant salary meant she was still living in a tiny, cold room in a relative’s home. In May she wrote to her parents that she now considered teaching a “penance … A weariness has come over me that the short spring vacation did not in the least dispel. I have a pleasant school of 20 scholars, but I have to manufacture the interest duty compels me to exhibit. I am anxious they should learn, but feel almost to shrink from the task.”

Like many extraordinary nineteenth-century women, Anthony had an unusually supportive father. “I have only to say,” Daniel Anthony responded, “that when you get tired of teaching, try something else.”

In 1848 Anthony moved back in with her parents and tried to figure out what that something else might be. Through her family’s involvement in New York State temperance and antislavery circles, she was becoming aware of the growing women’s rights movement, which had held its first national conference that summer in the Finger Lakes town of Seneca Falls.

The conference’s chief organizer was a young mother named Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the daughter of an affluent and politically well-connected judge. In 1840 Stanton and her husband had traveled to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London. She and another American female activist, Lucretia Mott, hoped to be recognized there as official delegates, but the male abolitionists refused to seat them. It was highly unusual for women to speak in front of large, mixed-gender crowds—especially on controversial topics—and many antislavery activists of both sexes worried that the radicalism of early feminism would hamstring the global abolitionist movement.

So Stanton came to the realization that without a social movement of their own, the cause of women’s rights in America would not move forward. In planning the Seneca Falls Convention, she recruited not only female activists, but also important male abolitionists, including Frederick Douglass and a number of influential Quakers. The extraordinary manifesto that came out of Seneca Falls was called the Declaration of Sentiments. It borrowed the structure and vocabulary of the Declaration of Independence—“we hold these truths to be self-evident,” “consent of the governed”—to argue in favor of women’s suffrage, equal treatment before the law regardless of sex, and equal access to marital property and child custody.

Anthony read about the convention in her local newspaper, and for the cash-strapped young schoolteacher, so long denied raises and promotions, the Declaration’s bracing opposition to gender-based pay must have been truly revelatory:


The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her.…

He has monopolized nearly all the profitable employments, and from those she is permitted to follow, she receives but a scanty remuneration.

He closes against her all the avenues to wealth and distinction, which he considers most honorable to himself. As a teacher of theology, medicine, or law, she is not known.

He has denied her the facilities for obtaining a thorough education—all colleges being closed against her.



The Declaration of Sentiments was a far cry from the writings of Catharine Beecher, who believed in empowering women to teach, but who never expected—nor even wanted—women to win broad equality with men beyond the schoolroom. By midcentury, the terms of the debate over the so-called “Woman Question” had changed. Women’s rights activists were demanding admission to male colleges and access to careers in medicine, the law, journalism, and even the ministry. They hoped to earn equal pay for their efforts. For many of them, like Anthony, teaching had accelerated their sense of outrage, by giving them a taste of independence and a view of workplace discrimination.

In 1850, four-fifths of New York’s eleven thousand teachers were women, yet two-thirds of the state’s $800,000 in teacher salaries was paid to men. It was not unusual for male teachers to earn twice as much as their female coworkers. These inequalities became the subject of Anthony’s first famous speech, which she made at age thirty-three, at the August 1853 annual meeting of the New York State Teachers’ Association. Three hundred of the five hundred teachers present in the Rochester convention hall were women. Yet by the second evening of the conference, not a single woman had risen to speak. When the conversation shifted to why teachers were not accorded more respect by the public, Anthony could no longer sit silently. She rose from her seat at the back of the room, cleared her throat, and said loudly, “Mr. President.”

The hall fell silent. “What will the lady have?” answered West Point math professor Charles Davies, who was presiding over the meeting in full military regalia, including a blue coat with conspicuous gilt buttons. He was appalled.

“I wish, sir, to speak to the question under discussion,” Anthony responded.

The hall erupted in shouts. For a half hour the male teachers debated Anthony’s simple request. The convention leaders eventually offered Anthony the floor, but only begrudgingly.

“It seems to me, gentlemen, that none of you quite comprehend the cause of the disrespect of which you complain,” Anthony said. “Do you not see that so long as society says a woman is incompetent to be a lawyer, minister, or doctor, but has ample ability to be a teacher, that every man of you who chooses this profession tacitly acknowledges that he has no more brains than a woman? And this, too, is the reason that teaching is a less lucrative position, as here men must compete with the cheap labor of women?” A few other female teachers, emboldened by Anthony’s performance, also rose to speak. One was Clarissa Northrop, a Rochester teacher and principal who reported that she earned $250 per year, while her brother, who held the same job at a different city public school, received $650.

As she left the hall that evening, Anthony was mobbed by well-wishers and horrified traditionalists alike; her speech made the next morning’s newspapers. The Rochester Daily Democrat editorialized, “Whatever the schoolmasters might think of Miss Anthony, it was evident that she hit the nail on the head.” On the conference’s last day, Northrop introduced a resolution acknowledging women’s low pay and committing the New York State Teachers Association “to remove the existing evil” of gender-based wage inequality among teachers. It narrowly passed.

Anthony became a full-time women’s rights activist. When she met Beecher in 1856 at a Manhattan meeting of the American Woman’s Educational Association, she found the older woman hopelessly outdated in her advocacy for women-only normal schools. Anthony believed it was critical both for women and for education that prospective teachers, no matter their sex, be trained at prestigious colleges and universities, which were then closed to women. Anthony wrote to Stanton about the frustrating encounter, calling Beecher’s ideology “strange” and her rhetoric on female education “stupid” and “false”—more a play for respectability among conservative men than a serious effort to improve women’s lives as teachers or raise the quality of public schools.

The differences between Beecher and the younger feminists were not just generational. Beecher had been raised by a mainstream minister. Anthony grew up among freethinking Quaker radicals. At the Quaker meetinghouse, women were allowed to preach. She had seen her father refuse to physically hand over his tax dollars when the tax collector visited, in pacifist protest against funding the U.S. military. So it was unsurprising that Anthony took a confrontational, theatrical approach to her activism.

Female teachers across New York hailed Anthony for taking on the seemingly quixotic causes of equal pay and access to male colleges for training. “I am glad that you will represent us at the Troy gathering,” one wrote as another teachers conference approached. “You will bear with you the gratitude of very many teachers whose hearts are swelling with repressed indignation at the injustice which you expose.” Anthony’s efforts were about more than just rectifying the pay inequality she had endured as a teacher. She had noticed female educators tended to be enthusiastic about a broad array of social reform issues, not only women’s rights, but also antislavery work and temperance. Yet because of their low wages, teachers had very little disposable income to donate to philanthropic causes, and local political groups founded by women often floundered. What’s more, Anthony was becoming interested in labor politics. At women’s rights conferences she had befriended Ernestine Rose, a Polish-born Jewish socialist whose magnetic oratory attracted attention wherever she traveled. Rose was a follower of Robert Owen, the Scottish factory owner and philosopher who believed in liberating female workers by providing them with a fair wage and full-time child care and education for their offspring. These social democratic ideas were deeply resonant for Anthony, who had always been fascinated by her father’s cotton mill and the poor women who labored in it.

Being middle-class, teachers were just the most visible of a vast landscape of mistreated female workers—a group Anthony hoped would make up the core of the emerging women’s suffrage movement. Women who worked outside the home had perhaps the most to gain from securing more political clout, which they could use to demand access to better jobs and higher pay. In a letter to other activists on how to advertise and promote women’s rights meetings across New York, Anthony advised them to reach out to working women first. “I should like particular effort made to call out the teachers, seamstresses, and wage-earning women generally. It is for them, rather than for the wives and daughters of the rich, that I labor.”

Anthony was valued in reform circles as a tireless organizer, but Stanton was considered the women’s movement’s true intellectual—a graceful writer and speaker who probably would have become an attorney or journalist had she been born male. Like other radical feminists who wanted to see women argue court cases, run for Congress, and launch businesses, Stanton did not bother to hide her disdain for “schoolmarms,” who were doing, after all, a job that had become socially coded as demure and traditionally feminine. Teachers who defended gender-segregated normal training were “an infernal set of fools,” Stanton wrote to Anthony, and the education profession was “a pool of intellectual stagnation.”

Stanton was a wealthy woman who educated her own seven children at home. She did not acknowledge the pride so many female teachers took in their work, and she seemed to lack a sophisticated understanding of why so many advocates for female education, like the aging Catharine Beecher, felt attached to gender-segregated normal schools—some of the very few institutions in nineteenth-century American life that formally trained women for the workforce. Stanton often spoke about the exhaustions of her own pregnancies and child-rearing responsibilities, and she seemed to see teaching in exactly the way Beecher and Horace Mann had portrayed it—as mothering outside the home. In Stanton’s popular 1880 lecture “Our Girls,” she offered parents advice on the rearing of daughters, explaining that if girls were offered the same education as their brothers, they could become postal workers, preachers, physicians, or even president of the United States. “Are not any of these positions better than teaching school for a mere pittance?”

For Anthony, it was frustrating that so many female teachers did not see that coeducation would likely raise their own professional status, by ensuring teachers were trained at more elite colleges, not second-rate normal schools. But unlike Stanton, she reserved most of her ire for the male administrators who were actively preventing female colleagues from advancing in the profession, regardless of their demonstrated skill. After a particularly tiring protest at a Lockport, New York, teachers meeting in 1858, Anthony wrote to a friend that the experience was “rich. I never felt so cool and self-possessed among the plannings and plottings of the few old fogies, and they never appeared so frantic with rage. They evidently felt their reign of terror is about ended.”

By 1860, Anthony’s efforts to organize female teachers slowed as the nation braced for the war over slavery. In the years after the terrible conflict, she and Stanton became caught up in debates within the American Left about how to balance the all-too-often competing drives for female and African American suffrage. The two women’s rights leaders were distraught when the Republican Party and former allies from the abolition movement chose to push for a Fourteenth Amendment that extended the franchise to black men, but not to women of any race. In their anger, Stanton and Anthony increasingly made common cause with outright racists, those who said educated white women were more deserving of the vote than uneducated freed slaves. The women’s movement split into two hostile camps.

It would be another half century before female teachers won equal pay and access to administrative jobs in education, in part by allying themselves with male blue-collar organized labor—a constituency that, because it could vote, had the power to amplify female workers’ demands for fair pay. In the meantime, the idea of teachers as non-college-educated, unmarried, low-paid mother substitutes lived on, and men continued to react by streaming out of the classroom.

By 1873, every northern state except Indiana and Missouri had more female than male teachers. In his annual report that year, federal commissioner of education John Eaton expressed muted concern about the new “difficulty … in finding fully educated men for the various departments of school work.” But he hesitated to make any grand pronouncement on what, if anything, should be done to counteract the trend, suggesting more evidence was needed on how students performed under male versus female teachers. One Rhode Island superintendent was more forthright in stating his concerns about the feminization of teaching, claiming that because men were more intellectual and women more emotional, a well-rounded education could be provided only by both sexes working together. “The two types of mind and heart (i.e. Male and female) are distinct and were designed to have their combined effect on the youthful character,” he wrote. “Any scheme of education and training that leaves out either is defective and cannot secure that symmetrical development which is possible under the other plan.”

One clear downside of feminization—that, because of sexism, the political class would be unlikely to respect and thus fund a profession dominated by women—never seemed to occur to nineteenth-century male education reformers. In 1869 Charles William Eliot, a patrician Bostonian, became president of Harvard College. Eliot was an advocate for the modernization of schooling and hoped to reorganize Harvard according to the model of a German university, in which faculty performed research and undergraduates chose to major in a specific discipline. In his inaugural address, Eliot laid out this agenda, but also cautiously addressed the Woman Question. He expressed reluctance to admit female students to Harvard, noting that educating men and women of “immature character and marriageable age” together could lead to “very grave” consequences. Like John Eaton, Eliot seemed genuinely befuddled by women’s recent appearance on the scene of American scholarly and professional life. “The world knows next to nothing about the natural mental capacities of the female sex,” he said. “Only after generations of civil freedom and social equality will it be possible to obtain the data necessary for an adequate discussion of woman’s natural tendencies, tastes, and capabilities.”*

Given his biases against working women, it is unsurprising that Eliot emerged as the nation’s most influential critic of the feminization of teaching, especially at the high school level. “The average skill of the teachers in the public schools may be increased by raising the present low proportion of male teachers in the schools,” he wrote. “Herein lies one of the great causes of the inferiority of the American teaching to the French and German teaching.”

In a June 1875 essay in The Atlantic, Eliot shared a number of ideas for reforming public education. His main complaint was that local governments were too hesitant to spend tax dollars on schools, which led to classes that were too large—forty to sixty students—for anyone other than “an angel or a genius” to effectively teach. The same chronic underfunding led to low teacher salaries, which made it difficult to keep talented people in the classroom over the long haul, especially men. Eliot wrote:


It does not matter whether the trade or occupation be printing or telegraphing or book-keeping or teaching; the average skill of the persons engaged in it will be lowered if large numbers of young people enter it for a time, with no fixed purpose of remaining in it for life. No improvement in the implements of education can make up for less skill in the teachers.



Eliot associated the problem of high teacher turnover with the influx of women into the classroom. While the common schoolers had celebrated softness and femininity as virtues, Eliot believed women were physically “weaker than men … more apt to be worn out by the fatiguing work of teaching,” and he complained about female teachers quitting their jobs after marriage. Of course, Eliot’s essay was casually sexist. Instead of questioning, as Anthony had, why school districts expected, and often actually required, women to leave their jobs after their wedding day, he took it as given that women wanted to stop working and become housewives. His assumptions about female physical capabilities were unfounded. Yet in arguing for higher teacher pay, and even “some permanence of tenure” for teachers, Eliot made a powerful case for teacher professionalization, one that reached an audience that was more mainstream than that of women’s movement leaders like Anthony, who made similar points. He also pushed back against the Mann-Beecher fantasy of the “angel” teacher—a person so consumed by a spiritual calling to educate that she would labor in overcrowded, under-resourced classrooms for far less than adequate pay. Working conditions, Eliot said, do matter for teachers, just as they do for any other professional.

These warnings went unheeded by policy makers, however, and the pace of feminization quickened over the subsequent decades. In 1890 only about one-third of teachers across the nation were men. The wealthier and more developed a state became, the faster male workers fled education in search of higher-paying fields. In Massachusetts, women made up 90 percent of the teaching force, despite a statewide program in which female teachers’ already unequal salaries were lowered further in order to pay male teachers more. Across New England, only 10 percent of normal school students were male. There was now powerful evidence that the lofty rhetoric of Horace Mann and Catharine Beecher had come down to earth. American public school teaching had developed less as a female ministry and more as a working-class job for young women barely out of adolescence. American teachers earned only about as much as weavers. When a teacher took a sick day, her salary was suspended and paid to her substitute.

Mann had been inspired by the Prussian school system, yet German visitors to the United States observed that American teachers were far less well trained and well respected than their European counterparts. Dr. E. Schlee, a German principal who toured American schools in 1893 on a trip organized around the Chicago World’s Fair, linked the “extraordinary preponderance of female teachers” in American public schools to a general anti-intellectualism that pervaded American education. Most students never encountered algebra or a foreign language. State teacher licensing exams tested applicants less on curricular knowledge than on morality—asking them whether they agreed, for example, that alcohol and nicotine were forces of social evil. Schlee complained that too many American teachers relied solely on rote lessons from textbooks. All these problems were confounded by feminization, since “woman, by stepping out of the domestic circle to compete with man, seems to increase the unrest, precipitation, and tension in all relations of life.” To attract higher-skilled men to the profession, Schlee argued that teachers would have to be paid much more.

Stephan Waetzoldt, a Berlin professor who attended the same conference, agreed that the United States needed to recruit more male teachers. But he thought this might be difficult to do, since unlike in Germany, American teachers received no uniform nationalized training; benefited from no tenure protections or retirement pension; and had no organization dedicated to representing their interests. As a result, “In many cities the teacher is a poor day-laborer who earns his bread in sorrow and fear of the Damocles sword.… I believe we Germans have no reason to be envious of the school system of America.”

A half century after Horace Mann began to open normal schools that admitted only women, the new moral panic was less about uncaring male teachers than about undereducated female teachers.

The toxic mix of uneven, highly localized training; low pay; anti-intellectualism; and lack of social prestige pushed not just men but ambitious women, too, out of the classroom. One was Belva Lockwood, another early feminist pioneer from upstate New York. Born in 1830, she became a rural schoolteacher at age fourteen, earning $5 per month plus room and board, less than half a male teacher’s salary. She married at eighteen and by twenty-three was a widow, with a three-year-old daughter to support. She returned to teaching, bringing her daughter, Lura, to the classroom each day, since she had nowhere else to put the little girl.

When she had saved up enough money, Lockwood enrolled in the Genesee Wesleyan Seminary, a college that was experimenting with coeducation, offering women the option to study serious subjects, such as science and politics, alongside men. One evening, Lockwood snuck off campus to see a “young and handsome” Susan B. Anthony address a local teachers conference. From Anthony, Lockwood heard, for the first time, the “startling heresy” that women should be able to work not only as teachers, but at any job, from selling shoes to operating printing presses.

Over the next decade, Lockwood continued to teach across New York State. But she never forgot Anthony’s radical charge for women to open up the professions. In 1866 she took Lura and moved to Washington, D.C., to explore her lifelong interest in politics. She taught at a girls’ school until 1 p.m., and spent the afternoons observing congressional hearings and Supreme Court arguments. Lockwood longed to play some sort of role in civic life. She applied for a job with the U.S. Foreign Service, but her application was never acknowledged. Three Washington law schools rejected her on account of her gender, so she began studying the law on her own during the evenings. Lockwood had little reason to hope she would ever practice as an attorney; the number of women admitted to the bar across the country could be counted on two hands, and it was not until 1869 that an American law school, Washington University in St. Louis, admitted women.

Her legal dreams on hold, Lockwood joined a Methodist church whose congregants were active in the women’s and freedmen’s rights movements. Through these new connections, Lockwood befriended two female journalists, Emily Briggs and Mary Clemmer Ames. Both wrote often about the poor treatment of female federal workers. Women had begun serving as government clerks to replace male workers who were conscripted during the Civil War. Now that men were back at work, stark, gender-based pay discrimination became clear: Women who cut and counted currency notes for the Treasury Department, for example, earned only half what men earned. In some cases, federal departments reported that women were more efficient workers than men and asked Congress permission to pay female clerks more. Lawmakers refused.

As a teacher, Lockwood had experienced pay discrimination firsthand, an offense she called “odious … an indignity not to be tamely borne.” But rather than pursue pay equity in her own profession—which at this point in her life bored her—Lockwood proclaimed herself the advocate for female government workers. Through suffrage organizing, she had met a clerk for Tennessee congressman Samuel Arnell, the chairman of the House Committee on Education and Labor. Lockwood lobbied Arnell aggressively, and in 1870 he introduced H.R. 1571, “A bill to do justice to the female employees of the Government.”

Lockwood launched a national petition drive to support the legislation, which Congress debated that spring. The Senate version of the bill would have prohibited federal agencies from sex discrimination in both hiring and pay, but in the end a weaker House version became law, guaranteeing women equal pay in the lowest federal clerk positions, but doing nothing to help them gain access to higher-level government jobs. Nevertheless, H.R. 1571 was the United States’ first equal-pay law for women. After it was enacted, the number of female Treasury Department workers earning more than $900 annually increased from 4 to 20 percent—which meant some female clerks could make more than three times as much as a female teacher or even a female principal.

Lockwood eventually enrolled in the National University Law School, and in 1879 became the first woman admitted to the Supreme Court bar. In 1884 she launched a presidential run as the standard-bearer of the National Equal Rights Party, founded by feminists fed up with the Republican Party’s sidelining of women’s issues. She ran for president again four years later. Lockwood’s rapid ascent from country schoolteacher to congressional lobbyist to trailblazing attorney provided early evidence of the complicated relationship between feminism and the teaching profession. It was through teaching that many women became aware of their talents and began to hunger for a role in the wider world. Yet when ambitious women left the underfunded, often maligned teaching profession to better their lives, public education lost powerful advocates for both teachers’ and students’ needs.

In the African American community, even greater barriers to employment outside education worked to keep more of the most talented black women—and men—in the classroom. There they developed a set of high ideals about the political and social power of educators, which anticipated later hopes that all teachers, regardless of their own race, would understand themselves as agents for racial justice.



* It is impossible to resist comparing this comment to that of another Harvard president, Larry Summers, who in 2005 expressed confusion about why there were not more women scholars in the sciences: “There are issues of intrinsic aptitude, and particularly of the variability of aptitude … those considerations are reinforced by what are in fact lesser factors involving socialization and continuing discrimination. I would like nothing better than to be proved wrong, because I would like nothing better than for these problems to be addressable simply by everybody understanding what they are, and working very hard to address them.”




• Chapter Three •

“No Shirking, No Skulking”

BLACK TEACHERS AND RACIAL UPLIFT AFTER THE CIVIL WAR

On November 7, 1861, the Union army captured the Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina. White plantation owners fled, abandoning homes, cotton fields, and ten thousand slaves. When word of the Yankee takeover reached the mainland, more slaves arrived, runaways from parts south. By February, twelve thousand black people had gathered on the islands, at Hilton Head, St. Helena, and Port Royal. There was a lot of potential labor, and a lot of cotton, too, of a finer, more valuable quality than the cotton grown on the mainland.

The U.S. Treasury Department dispatched Edward Pierce, a thirty-two-year-old Massachusetts lawyer, to the islands to assess how they might be used in the war effort. He reported back that he was more impressed with the character of the former slaves than he thought he’d be; they harvested the cotton in their masters’ absence, and were committed Christians, honest and industrious. Those who had escaped slavery had a “courage … worthy of heroes.” What they really needed, he concluded, were teachers. In the states that became the Confederacy, it had been a crime to teach the four million enslaved men, women, and children to read or write. Pierce had met a few literate black people on the Sea Islands, but they had learned to read clandestinely and only haltingly, usually by befriending a white child. “All of proper age, when inquired of, expressed a desire to have their children taught to read and write, and to learn themselves,” he wrote. “On this point, they showed more earnestness than on any other.”

In part on Pierce’s recommendation, the islands became the site of a massive government and philanthropic intervention, known as the Port Royal Experiment. If given an education and collective custody over their former owners’ property, could freed slaves build a functioning, self-sufficient society? Pierce put out a call to the North to recruit volunteer teachers:


There are at Port Royal and other places, many thousands of colored persons, lately slaves, who are now under the protection of the U.S. Government. They are a well-disposed people, ready to work, and eager to learn. With a moderate amount of well-directed, systematic labor, they would very soon be able to raise crops more than sufficient for their own support. But they need aid and guidance in their first steps towards the condition of self-supporting, independent laborers.

These agents are called teachers, but their teaching will by no means be confined to intellectual instruction. It will include all the more important and fundamental lessons of civilization—voluntary industry, self-reliance, frugality, forethought, honesty and truthfulness, cleanliness and order. With these will be combined intellectual, moral and religious instruction.



In Philadelphia, an extraordinary young woman named Charlotte Forten was moved by this call to action. She was the fourth generation of black Fortens to be born free, the granddaughter of James Forten, a Revolutionary War veteran who was taken prisoner aboard a British ship. Many black prisoners of war were exiled to the West Indies as slaves, but James impressed the English captain with his intelligence and sense of humor and won his release. He later owned his own sail-making company and became a wealthy man. His descendants enjoyed elegant homes and private educations at a time when most black Americans lived in bondage.

By the time Charlotte was born in 1837, the Forten family had led abolition and temperance efforts in Philadelphia for several decades. Her mother died when she was three years old, and Charlotte grew into an introspective young woman, prone to waves of despondency. From her adolescence into her late twenties she kept a keenly observed, beautifully written journal, in which she recorded the contradictions of a life lived between extremes: Forten received the best education available to a girl of her race and class and met and corresponded with many of her era’s most important freethinking activists and artists, including the poet John Greenleaf Whittier and the famous abolitionist orator Wendell Phillips, both of whom were white. But Forten also experienced the pain and loneliness of living as a free black woman moving alongside, if not exactly within, the American upper crust. Most of the white girls with whom she associated as a student avoided her outside the classroom. She had few intimate companions of her own age or race. At age seventeen she wrote that racism produced in her a “constant, galling sense of cruel injustice and wrong. I cannot help feeling it very often, it intrudes upon my happiest moments, and spreads a dark, deep gloom over everything.” She found it incredible that “every colored person is not a misanthrope. Surely we have everything to make us hate mankind.”

Throughout her life Forten struggled not to succumb to her natural pessimism. She had been raised with the expectation that she would use her relative privilege to serve the race, and because she was a girl, this meant she was expected to teach. In 1856 she became the first African American to enroll in the Salem Normal School, one of the teachers colleges founded in Massachusetts by Horace Mann. While enrolled at Salem, Forten taught herself Latin in the evenings. She submitted poems and essays to Ladies’ Home Journal and The Liberator, an abolitionist newspaper. A few of her pieces were published, but Forten still considered herself a teacher first and a writer second. “I will spare no effort to become what [my father] desires that I should be,” she promised her journal, “to prepare myself well for the responsible duties of a teacher, and to live for the good that I can do my oppressed and suffering fellow creatures.”

Forten was appointed the first black teacher in the Salem public schools, but she was soon forced to abandon her work when she suffered a life-threatening respiratory infection. She was back in Philadelphia when the Civil War broke out, and by her twenty-fifth birthday on August 17, 1862, Forten vowed to overcome ill health in order to play her part, as a teacher, in the great unfolding drama of the war. She signed up to teach in one of the newly established Sea Islands schools for emancipated children. As Forten anticipated a physically challenging voyage into an active war zone, she prayed “that God in his goodness will make me noble enough to find my highest happiness in doing my duty.”

Forten described her eighteen months teaching on St. Helena Island as “a strange, wild dream,” one that challenged many of her pious preconceptions about lifting her people out of dependence and poverty. She lived with other northern volunteers and officers’ wives in a drafty house abandoned by a rebel doctor and his family. There were too few blankets in the winter, and she confessed to “intense mental suffering” due to the constant threat of a Confederate invasion. Her students’ lives were even more difficult. They lived in former slave quarters, typically two-room huts with open holes for windows. In winter, fire pits clogged the air with poisonous smoke. Forten longed to teach modern habits of sanitation and personal hygiene, but she admitted it would be impossible to expect much improvement under such crowded conditions, without stoves or running water.

The school met inside a one-room Baptist church, where Forten and another volunteer presided over 140 students, ranging in age from toddlers to a sixty-year-old woman who contentedly sat on the ground among her grandchildren, eager to learn her ABCs. Forten referred to them all as “my scholars,” and at first she was delighted by the freed slaves’ enthusiasm for learning.*1 “Coming to school is a constant delight and recreation to them,” she wrote. “They come here as other children go to play.” But she found the work “dreadfully wearying.” Some of her pupils were so young that they needed babysitting more than teaching; she wrote to philanthropists in Philadelphia to send picture books for toddlers. The older children, who just months before had been toiling in the fields, were unaccustomed to “intellectual concentration,” as Forten called it, and needed constant stimulation “in order to keep their thoughts from wandering. Teaching here is consequently far more fatiguing than at the North.”

Forten created lessons meant to supplant memories of slavery with those of racial pride. She taught her students about Haitian revolutionary Toussaint L’Ouverture, who had been born a slave. “It is well that they should know what one of their own color could do for his race,” she wrote in her journal. “I long to inspire them with courage and ambition.” At Forten’s request, the poet John Greenleaf Whittier sent the children of St. Helena a Christmas hymn he had written especially for them:


Oh, none in all the world before

Were ever glad as we!

We’re free on Carolina’s shore,

We’re all at home and free.…




We hear no more the driver’s horn,

No more the whip we fear,

This holy day that saw Thee born

Was never half so dear.…



Forten taught the children to sing Whittier’s hymn and showed them the writer’s picture. The reality of the students’ lives was far more complicated than the poet’s optimistic verse acknowledged, but knowing that such an important artist had dedicated himself to their cause made the students “very proud and happy,” Forten wrote. That—as much as sharing academic knowledge—was one of her goals as a teacher.

In many ways, Forton’s sojourn south was in the same spirit as the voyages of the northeastern white women who volunteered to teach in western frontier schoolhouses. But while nineteenth-century white missionary teachers were motivated largely by the desire to promulgate Protestantism, as well as their belief that women should have a socially useful alternative to marriage, Forten and the black educators who followed in her footsteps subscribed to an additional ideology: They believed it was the responsibility of more privileged African Americans to instill in their disadvantaged brothers and sisters not only knowledge, but also self-esteem and racial pride. W. E. B. Du Bois later articulated this way of thinking in The Souls of Black Folk, writing, “In the Black World, the Preacher and Teacher embodied once the ideals of this people—the strife for another and a juster world, the vague dream of righteousness, the mystery of knowing.”

Teaching was a brave choice for Forten and other young black women and men. Before the Civil War, antitax southern state legislatures actively resisted the spread of the common schools movement, preferring to leave the education of white children in the hands of families and churches. By 1870, black activists and Reconstruction politicians had driven every state to organize at least a rudimentary public education system, with separate schools serving white and black students. Yet even with the U.S. Army garrison of the South, expanding black education remained a political lightning rod and a target for white supremacist violence. “Schoolhouses are burnt, teachers mobbed and murdered, schools broken up,” Frederick Douglass reported in 1871.

Idealism and faith gave young teachers the strength to face these threats. In 1867 Robert Fitzgerald, a northern black college student, signed up with the federal Freedmen’s Bureau to spend a year running a public school and Sunday school for former slaves in rural Amelia County, Virginia, outside Richmond. His experiences teaching 160 students of all ages entered family lore: The freedmen’s zeal for literacy was supposedly so intense that when Fitzgerald came over a hill, eager students would run to him, pleading to borrow any book or religious pamphlet he might be carrying. Nearly a century later, Fitzgerald’s granddaughter, civil rights activist Pauli Murray, recalled the stories Fitzgerald often told about instilling his students not only with book learning, but also with a sense of self-respect:


He found … that in spite of the disorganization of their lives, whenever the freedmen made the effort to build a school or house of worship they tended to settle around it and their habits showed immediate improvement. They felt it was something that they owned and to which they belonged. It made a vast difference in their lives. It would take some of them quite a while to move the awkward distance from saying “Master,” to saying “Mister,” but it had taken them no time at all to respond with glowing faces to “ladies” and “gentlemen” and “scholars.” It gave them a new image of themselves.



Eight years later in Malden, West Virginia, a nineteen-year-old teacher who had been born into slavery, Booker T. Washington, had a similar experience. He worked from eight in the morning until ten at night teaching the children of emancipated slaves basic math and reading, as well as personal hygiene: how to comb one’s hair, bathe regularly, and use a toothbrush. He established a reading room and a debating society, tutored working adults in the evenings, and prepared the village’s most talented young black men and women for admission to the new colored normal schools springing up across the South. This frantic time “was one of the happiest periods of my life,” Washington wrote in Up from Slavery. “I now felt that I had the opportunity to help the people of my home town to a higher life.… Without regard to pay and with little thought of it, I taught any one who wanted to learn anything I could teach him.”

Many of the teachers who told the tale of education after emancipation romanticized their exhausting work. Reconstruction was a heady time for social progressives, just as the 1960s would be for a later generation of activists who went south. But there was another story to tell: how the black schools founded in the decades after the Civil War presaged a long history of entrenched poverty, racial segregation, underpaid black teachers, and lowered academic expectations for children of color.

In 1866 President Andrew Johnson allowed the former Sea Islands plantation owners to reclaim their land. The Port Royal Experiment in communal black ownership and education ended, and many of the freedmen and -women became sharecroppers. It was a sign of what was to come. The federal government had acknowledged that the education of former slaves should be one of the major goals of Reconstruction, but Congress never appropriated adequate funding for the task, nor did it compel states to do so. In total, the Freedmen’s Bureau spent $5 million on southern black schools between 1865 and 1877, when federal troops left the South. The funds were used mostly to pay rents on schoolhouses, which left black communities footing the bill for up to two-thirds of the cost of running a school—costs such as teacher salaries, books, and desks. Northern charities and religious groups helped fill budget gaps, but by 1880 philanthropic interest in black common schools had greatly diminished. Then a series of state and federal court cases declared it legal for counties to spend more per pupil in white schools than in black schools. In 1899 the Supreme Court ruled in Cumming v. Richmond County Board of Education that Augusta, Georgia, had not defied the Constitution by shutting down its one black high school while continuing to operate its white high school.

By 1915, southern states spent three times more on the education of a white child than on the education of a black child. It was not unusual for black students to walk five miles to reach the nearest black school, or for black teachers to receive only one-third the pay of white teachers. As the decades passed, the most educated African Americans saw more and more financial incentives to abandon southern common school classrooms for more lucrative work in northern schools, black colleges, or outside education altogether.

W. E. B. Du Bois made that journey from teacher to professor to public intellectual. But despite his desire to remain involved with black public education throughout his career, his controversial critique of narrow vocational tracking of black students and teachers eventually prevented him from running the nation’s largest black school system.

Du Bois was born free in the idyllic Berkshire village of Great Barrington, Massachusetts. His first close look at southern black poverty came in 1882, when he ventured out from Fisk University’s Nashville campus, where he was an undergraduate, to search for a summer teaching job in a black common school. To earn his state teaching credential, he enrolled in the Lebanon Teachers’ Institute, which instructed whites in the daytime and blacks in the evening. Like Charlotte Forten, Du Bois had received a classical education at an integrated public high school. He was shocked by the rudimentary skills taught in what passed for a Tennessee normal academy: “fractions and spelling and other mysteries.” His teaching certification easily won, he set out on foot to find a school willing to hire him, and eventually he secured a position in the sharecropping region of Wilson County, Tennessee, where living conditions were so severe that Du Bois felt he had “touched the very shadow of slavery.”

He boarded with black families in one-room homes, and taught thirty students, including some married young adults, in an uncomfortable log hut, once the corn repository of a Confederate colonel. Du Bois loved his little school and appreciated the trust he won from the sharecropping families. “[T]he fine faith the children had in the wisdom of their teacher was truly marvelous,” he wrote in an 1899 Atlantic essay about the experience. “We read and spelled together, wrote a little, picked flowers, sang, and listened to stories of the world beyond the hill.”

Most Wilson County children attended school only sporadically. Du Bois visited their homes to check on their whereabouts, but parents informed him that they needed their children to work in the fields. Even his brightest students, Du Bois concluded, had little chance of using education to escape the circumstances into which they had been born. His Atlantic essay ended on an elegiac note. Though the children of sharecroppers hungered for knowledge, in reality, “their weak wings beat against their barriers;—barriers of caste, of youth, of life.”

Du Bois and Booker Washington would spend years debating the proper education for the descendants of slaves—especially those who would become teachers. Both men based their careers as educational theorists in part on their own school experiences. In 1881 the white founder of Virginia’s Hampton Institute, the early black normal school where Washington had trained to become a teacher, recommended Washington to the state of Alabama, which was looking for a black educator to launch a school for former slaves and their children, in the town of Tuskegee. Washington took the job. He knew that black people in the rural region surrounding the Tuskegee Institute were largely illiterate and heavily in debt. Drawing upon his own experience at Hampton, which taught only the equivalent of a modern middle-school curriculum, he believed his new students needed a basic education in reading and numeracy, as well as hands-on vocational training in brickmaking, tailoring, and carpentry—skills he hoped would inculcate personal discipline and industry. Du Bois, on the other hand, studied at Harvard and the University of Berlin. He dreamed of catapulting the most academically promising poor black children, whom he dubbed the “talented tenth,” straight from abject southern poverty into the intelligentsia by providing them with a classical education in literature, history, math, Latin, and Greek. Washington rejoined: “One man may go into a community prepared to supply the people there with an analysis of Greek sentences. The community may not at that time be prepared for, or feel the need of, Greek analysis, but it may feel its need of bricks and houses and wagons.”

For the black population outside the talented tenth, Du Bois came to enthusiastically support vocational education, along with a broader agenda of working-class solidarity and labor organization across racial lines. Washington, meanwhile, sent his own children to four-year liberal arts colleges and encouraged his Tuskegee students to read widely and pursue higher education if they could afford it. Most Tuskegee graduates became common school teachers, not skilled laborers. So the infamous debate between Du Bois and Washington was mostly a disagreement over emphasis: whether to focus philanthropists and policy makers on creating basic educational opportunities for the black masses, or on ensuring access to higher education for a smaller number of African Americans.*2 As he reflected on his Wilson County teaching experience, Du Bois often mentioned his former student Josie Dowell, a bright twenty-year-old who had dreamed of attending college, only to find herself relegated to domestic servitude. Du Bois’s bitterness toward Washington was partly motivated by the fact that the Tuskegee founder’s huge success in defining the turn-of-the-century educational philanthropic agenda as a vocational one meant there was little private money left over to provide children like Josie with access to higher education. As Presidents William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt visited Tuskegee and magnates like Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller showered the school with praise and donations, more academically oriented black colleges such as Fisk and Atlanta University, where Du Bois taught, struggled to raise money and maintain their core programs, despite their record of success in minting black lawyers, doctors, and professors.

Another major disagreement between the two thinkers centered not so much on the role of the teacher—both men idealized the missionary black educator—as on what kind of training black teachers should receive before managing a classroom. Du Bois understood public school teachers as part of the college-going talented tenth. He was an early and prescient critic of teacher training programs that focused too much on pedagogy at the expense of content knowledge, writing, “It was not enough that the teachers of teachers should be trained in technical normal methods; they must also, so far as possible, be broad-minded, cultured men and women, to scatter civilization among a people whose ignorance was not simply of letters, but of life itself.”

Washington, on the other hand, rushed to assure the Tuskegee Institute’s white benefactors that black students there were not receiving a rigorous classical education. Henry Villard, a German-born journalist, publisher of The Nation, and early investor in western railroads, made at least two modest donations to Tuskegee. In 1897 he was dismayed by a letter he received from a student thanking him for his contribution; she wrote that she had studied natural philosophy, ancient history, algebra, classical music, and civil government and rhetoric. Villard fumed in a letter to Washington that black students with “immature minds” were “not prepared” to absorb this type of curriculum; he accused the Tuskegee founder of concealing the true nature of his school, which Villard thought should prepare girls exclusively for domestic service and boys for agricultural and mechanical trades. Villard’s racism would have lit a fire under a man like Du Bois, but Washington, ever a pragmatist, likely hoped to secure more funding from the industrialist. He responded to Villard with a solicitous letter, explaining that “youthful ambition” had caused the student to inflate her coursework, and that “civil government” was a basic class about division of power, while “classical music” meant only that the girl sang in the school choir. If Alabama law allowed it, Washington wrote, he would have lowered the level of math taught at Tuskegee. “I would say your criticism has done us good,” he closed, “and I thank you for it.”

According to biographer Robert Norrell, on northern fund-raising expeditions, Washington rarely mentioned that Tuskegee alumni were not only teaching common school in large numbers, but were also opening normal academies across the Black Belt, to train new generations of teachers. Tuskegee’s wide circle of influence in teacher training discomfited Du Bois. Like the northern feminists who wanted female teachers to be educated at co-ed colleges, not less rigorous normal schools, Du Bois thought prospective black teachers would have received a more appropriate education at full-fledged universities. He believed black teachers should be “gifted persons” well acquainted with elite white ways of learning, so that they could decode mainstream norms for black children, helping them “to cope with the white world on its own ground and in its own thought, method and language.” He worried that Tuskegee-trained teachers, who had never studied a foreign language nor struggled with calculus, would be unprepared to truly expand their pupils’ minds.

Much of Du Bois’s writing on teachers is deeply resonant today; many contemporary education reformers insist that public schools will not improve unless more elite college graduates are brought into the teaching profession. Washington’s historical reputation, on the other hand, has always been mixed. Especially in the wake of the twentieth-century civil rights movement, many progressives came to see him as a compromised Uncle Tom figure, a self-appointed spokesman for African Americans who, in his quest for philanthropic support, went too far in bending to white racist assumptions about blacks’ intellectual capabilities. “Washington stands for Negro submission and slavery,” Du Bois wrote to a friend in 1910. “Representing that, with unlimited funds, he can afford to be broad and generous and most of us must accept the generosity or starve.”

In fact, both Du Bois and Washington expressed ideas that either became common practice or remain at the heart of education debates. In private Sunday evening lectures Washington girded Tuskegee students with detailed, practical advice about how to open and support new schools for black children: New teachers must seek the trust and support of local ministers and community organizations; they should go door-to-door asking black parents to enroll their children in school; through cookouts and fairs, they should raise money to extend the school year from three months to eight. More than a century later, many contemporary charter schools in black neighborhoods draw students in through door-to-door recruiting, and advocates for “extended learning time” call for (and many charters require) a longer school day, week, and year. Both men lobbied on behalf of congressional bills that would have provided supplemental federal funding to schools serving poor black children in regions with high illiteracy rates. It took until 1965, when Washington had been dead for nearly half a century and Du Bois for two years, for Congress to finally pass the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which did exactly that.

At the turn of the century, only one predominantly black public school system in the United States received significant federal funding: the segregated colored schools of Washington, D.C. Because of extra dollars from Congress, there was no pay gap between white and black public school teachers working in the nation’s capital, which made Washington a magnet for ambitious black educators.

One of them was Anna Julia Cooper, the daughter of a North Carolina slave and the white man who owned her. For six decades, from her adolescence until her retirement at age seventy-two, Cooper taught in black public schools and colleges. Her long tenure in the classroom tested many of the ideas around which Du Bois and Washington debated. Politically, the two men lobbied for higher teacher pay, yet they often advised individual young black teachers to ignore their low salaries and the day-to-day administrative headaches of their jobs, and instead to approach their work with what Washington called a “missionary spirit.” When Du Bois’s goddaughter complained that the rural Mississippi public school in which she taught was disorganized, “backward and dumb,” he returned a loving, but stern rebuke, advising her to ignore the school’s unprofessional principal and the other, less well-educated teachers. “Your real duty is, of course, to the children, and they are entirely deserving,” he preached. “You ought to put your whole life and energy in stirring them out of their lethargy and carelessness.”

Anna Cooper could not afford the luxury of such idealism. She was born a slave, widowed at twenty-one, and never remarried. In middle age, she essentially adopted five needy children. So teaching was not only Cooper’s calling, but also her permanent livelihood. Consequently, she fought throughout her career for higher pay. And although teacher unionism did not come to Washington, D.C., until 1916, a decade earlier Cooper independently pushed an agenda that was similar to that of the northern, predominantly white teachers organizations founded at the turn of the century. She critiqued early IQ testing and resisted administrative and philanthropic efforts to direct an increasing number of poor children into purely vocational courses.

Cooper’s own education had proceeded very much along the lines of Du Bois’s hopes for the talented tenth. Born Annie Haywood, she was just six years old at the end of the Civil War and was lucky to live near the Saint Augustine’s Normal School and Collegiate Institute in Raleigh, which had been founded by the Episcopal Church to provide former slaves with a rigorous classical education. Annie displayed an early aptitude for the written word and was soon on the school’s payroll as a tutor to her fellow students. In the evenings she would teach her mother the basics of reading and writing. “My mother was a slave and the finest woman I have ever known,” Cooper wrote many decades later. “It is one of my happiest childhood memories explaining for her the subtle differences between q’s and g’s or between b’s and l’s.”

At Saint Augustine’s, Annie took classes in Latin, algebra, and geometry. She met her future husband, the Reverend George Cooper, in Greek class. Both Coopers stayed on to teach at the school after graduation, but the energetic young minister died in 1879, leaving young Anna Cooper bereaved, but also free to pursue her growing ambitions. In 1881 she applied to Oberlin, a co-ed Christian college in Ohio that had served as a busy stop on the Underground Railroad. Cooper would have been aware of Oberlin’s abolitionist reputation, as well as the fact that it was one of the few white liberal arts colleges in the United States that accepted black women. Her thirst for further education—a drive that would later lead her to become one of the first African American women to earn a PhD—shines through in her application letter to Oberlin president James Fairchild, as does her displeasure at the low wages (about $30 per month) she then earned as a teacher:


I have for a long time earnestly desired to take an advanced classical course in some superior Northern college, but could not see my way to it for lack of means.… I am now teaching a two months’ summer school in Haywood; Southern schools pay very meanly, but I expect to have money enough to keep me one or two years at your College, provided I can secure the favor … of free tuition and incidentals.



Cooper was accepted and granted lodging with the family of a professor. To pay her way through a bachelor’s degree and then a master’s, she taught French, German, and classics during the summers at Wilberforce University, a black college in Ohio, and at Saint Augustine’s, her Raleigh alma mater. She became an active member of the North Carolina Teacher’s Association, which advocated more funding for colored schools and equal pay for black teachers. For a time, North Carolina was the only southern state with roughly equal-per-pupil spending regardless of race, and where the average black teacher’s salary was roughly commensurate with the average white teacher’s: $204 to $207 annually, about $5,028 in today’s dollars. (In the North, public school teachers of either race could earn five times more.) But North Carolina’s support for black teachers and schools depended on the political influence of new black voters enfranchised during Reconstruction. In 1900 the state legislature effectively disenfranchised more than half of these black voters, through poll taxes, literacy tests, and a “grandfather” clause that required prospective voters to prove a direct ancestor had been registered to vote in 1867. As in other southern states, white resentment toward public spending on black schools was so high that it was only after North Carolina disenfranchised blacks that the state amended its constitution to provide for the ongoing direct levying of school taxes, in a fashion that would guarantee disproportionate funding for white schools. By the time Du Bois conducted a survey of southern black public schools in 1908, he found black teachers in North Carolina earning only 60 percent as much as white teachers. Black children made up 32 percent of the school-age population, but received only 17 percent of the state’s education funding.

Cooper, like many other better-educated African Americans, chose to leave the former Confederacy as black political capital there declined after Reconstruction. In 1887, through Oberlin connections, she was hired as a Latin teacher at the most prestigious black public school in the United States: M Street High School in Washington, D.C. It was an attractive job for many reasons, not least of which was the relatively high pay, equal to that of almost any white public school teacher anywhere in the country. Charlotte Forten had taught at M Street after returning from the Sea Islands. The school sent graduates on to Ivy League universities each year, and alumni pursued white-collar careers in government, education, the law, and medicine. In 1899, M Street students scored higher on a district-wide exam than the students at any white public high school in Washington. The school’s faculty held more advanced degrees among them than the teachers at any white D.C. public school; some went on to become university presidents and judges.

M Street served the children of the city’s rapidly expanding black middle class in a grand Romanesque-style redbrick building in Washington’s Northwest quarter. Cooper excelled there as a Latin teacher and became principal in 1901 while continuing to teach—part of an early wave of women ascending beyond the classroom to leadership roles in schools. When the French priest and educator Félix Klein visited Cooper’s classroom in 1904, he found her leading a group of sixteen girls in a close reading of the Aeneid. The students eagerly translated Latin words and discussed with their teacher the relationship between history and mythology in Virgil’s epic poem. Klein had never before seen black children engaged in such feats of intellectualism, and he reported in his subsequent book that Cooper was one of the most skilled teachers he had ever met. He was also impressed with her strict disciplinary strategies. She required M Street’s 530 students to walk the hallways in military silence (a common practice at today’s “no excuses” charter schools). Each school day began with a recitation of the Lord’s Prayer.

Even while teaching full-time, Cooper built a national reputation as a public speaker and essayist. In lectures at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair and in front of a convention of black Episcopal clergy, she sketched a vision for “the colored woman’s office,” claiming a special place for black women within the same missionary teacher ideology that Catharine Beecher had applied to an earlier generation of white female teachers. “The earnest well trained Christian young woman, as a teacher, as a home-maker, as wife, mother, or silent influence even, is as potent a missionary agency among our people as is the theologian,” Cooper said in an 1890 speech, “and I claim that at the present stage of our development in the South she is ever more important and necessary.”

Cooper’s 1892 book, A Voice from the South by a Black Woman of the South, was a groundbreaking articulation of black feminist thought. That same year, Elizabeth Cady Stanton delivered a valedictory lecture titled “The Solitude of Self.” In the speech, seventy-six-year-old Stanton advised every woman to get an education and work outside the home in order to take “personal responsibility of her own individual life.” Cooper, then thirty-four, argued for a more communitarian type of feminism. She expected black women to fight for gender equity not only to enrich their own lives, but also so they could better “uplift the race” as teachers, volunteers, or within their families. “ ‘I am my Sister’s keeper!’ should be the hearty response of every man and woman of the race,” she wrote, “and this conviction should purify and exalt the narrow, selfish and petty personal aims of life into a noble and sacred purpose.” There could be “no shirking, no skulking” in the face of the “Race Problem,” Cooper wrote. Stanton’s white feminism looked down upon low-paid teachers. But Cooper’s black feminism idealized teachers as leaders in the fight for racial and social equality.

Cooper lived out these ideals. In addition to teaching, she helped establish a settlement house in the mode of Jane Addams’s Hull House in Chicago. The house, located in Southwest Washington, included a day nursery and kindergarten for young children, as well as a “milk station” that fed sixty babies per day. Volunteers visited poor young mothers at home to instruct them on good parenting methods, and provided adults with a “savings club,” library, music lessons, and arts and crafts classes. Like the contemporary education reformers, such as Harlem Children’s Zone visionary Geoffrey Canada, who advocate for “wraparound” social services as an integral complement to effective schools, Cooper saw direct antipoverty work as part of her teaching mission. She used the term “sympathetic methods” to describe her practice of researching each of her students’ home lives in order to better understand and address potential limitations on their academic success, such as unemployed parents, inadequate housing, or sick siblings.

Even so, Cooper’s major goal as principal of M Street was strictly achievement oriented: the admission of students into elite colleges. During Cooper’s tenure as principal, M Street graduates were accepted to Oberlin, Harvard, Brown, and Yale, and several alumni received Ivy League doctorates.

This display of black intellectualism provoked a moral panic in white Washington and among some black advocates for vocational education who were allied with Booker T. Washington. The coalition Du Bois dubbed the “Tuskegee machine” challenged M Street early in Cooper’s principalship, when she successfully fought off an attempt by the city’s white director of high schools to replace the school’s classical curriculum with more vocationally oriented classes. In 1901 Washington personally intervened—perhaps with President Teddy Roosevelt himself—to prevent Du Bois from being appointed assistant superintendent in charge of the city’s black schools. By 1906 the battle between the Washington and Du Bois camps had become openly hostile. Members of the D.C. school board launched a campaign of character assassination against Cooper, whom they likely perceived as aligned with the Du Bois “talented tenth” agenda. They first accused her of managerial incompetence. When those trumped-up charges didn’t stick, white school board members claimed—probably erroneously—that she was having an affair with her young adult foster son. The Washington Post covered the scandal. Cooper was dismissed.

After nineteen years at M Street, this setback was emotionally and professionally devastating. Cooper was eventually rehired as a teacher at the school, but she never again enjoyed the full support of her supervisors. She went on to earn a PhD from the Sorbonne in Paris, at the age of sixty-six. Her groundbreaking dissertation was on attitudes toward slavery during the Haitian and French Revolutions.

Over the next half century, vocationalism remained the ascendant education reform ideology among philanthropists and politicians, not just for black students, but for the children of white immigrants from eastern and southern Europe as well. In the North, white female teachers began to organize in opposition to this agenda. Their protests sparked one of the United States’ most powerful and controversial labor movements: the unionization of public school teachers.



*1 The nineteenth-century honorific for students, “scholars,” is back in vogue today, especially at charter schools.

*2 This question remains at the crux of today’s debate over charter schools. The best charters demonstrate off-the-charts college attendance rates but serve only a tiny percentage of low-income students.




• Chapter Four •

“School Ma’ams as Lobbyists”

THE BIRTH OF TEACHERS UNIONS AND THE BATTLE BETWEEN PROGRESSIVE PEDAGOGY AND SCHOOL EFFICIENCY

One evening in the 1870s, in the prairie town of Morris, Illinois, Michael Haley led his three teenage daughters to the first row of the town’s auditorium. They were there to hear a lecture by a famous phrenologist. Maggie, Jenny, and Eliza Haley did not know quite what to expect, only that phrenology was an exciting modern science, and that it had something to do with deducing people’s inner qualities by examining the bumps on their heads.

Their father had been working since he was ten years old, when he was hired as a “jigger carrier” to deliver whiskey to thousands of fellow Irish laborers as they dug the muddy Illinois and Michigan Canal. Since then, Michael Haley had survived a malaria epidemic, learned the skill of stonecutting, and gone on strike for higher wages. Now Haley had a successful cement-manufacturing business, but he hoped for a different life for his six children. They would go to school. Their labor would be easier than his had been.

As a proud Irish American republican, Michael Haley believed in the promise of utopian socialism and equality before the law. So when the phrenologist that night launched into a reactionary attack on the women’s suffrage leader Susan B. Anthony, Haley did something that shocked and embarrassed his daughters. He marched them out of the theater, in full sight of the lecturer and audience. Just outside, he lined the three girls up and addressed them solemnly. “I don’t know Susan B. Anthony and I suppose I never shall,” he said, “but she’s a woman who is working for a cause, a just cause, and I will not allow my children to listen to any half-baked nincompoop who sneers at her.”

In three decades’ time, Susan B. Anthony would refer to Haley’s oldest daughter, Maggie, as a “dear friend” and would publicly hail her for continuing the fight Anthony had begun in the 1850s: the feminist organization of women schoolteachers. As the most prominent leader of the nation’s first teachers-only union, the Chicago Teachers Federation, Margaret Haley succeeded where Anthony had failed. She won higher pay and significant political power for female teachers, in large part because of her canny ability to forge alliances with male unions, just as organized labor exploded in power at the turn of the twentieth century. Seven years after Anthony’s death, in 1913, Haley even played a crucial role in winning Illinois women the right to vote.

But first, Maggie Haley was a teacher. At sixteen she graduated from a Catholic girls’ boarding school, then taught in the countryside for several years. Frustrated that she earned only $35 per month (she thought she deserved $40) and eager to improve her teaching practice, she enrolled at the famed Cook County Normal School, where she studied with Francis Wayland Parker, the pedagogue John Dewey would celebrate as the “father” of progressive education. Parker, a Civil War veteran, believed that instead of reading aloud listlessly from textbooks, teachers should create their own teaching units and lesson plans, and that students should take classes in art, music, and drama. Haley left behind few written recollections of her teaching years, but she did express pride in belonging to the intellectual community gathered around Parker, which later included other educational leaders she admired, such as Dewey and the progressive Chicago schools administrator Ella Flagg Young.

In 1884 Haley was hired to teach sixth grade at the Hendricks School in the foul-smelling Packingtown neighborhood of Chicago’s South Side, the area immortalized by Upton Sinclair in his muckraking novel about slaughterhouses, The Jungle. There she finally earned $40 per month, but like many Chicago teachers, she began to feel she was vastly underpaid. Chicago was a prosperous, expanding city; between 1890 and 1904 it would gain 830,000 residents. After the economic crash of 1893, business boomed again. The city was home to a thriving reform scene, driven by innovative thinking in the social sciences and progressive politics, much of it coming from the newly established University of Chicago. Yet you would not have known any of this from looking at the city’s schools. Haley’s students—between forty and sixty cramped in a classroom, sometimes with too few chairs and desks to go around—were the children of Irish- and German-born butchers; some spoke little English, and, in the absence of child labor laws, most would leave school permanently at the age of eleven or twelve to go to work. Each subsequent year brought a more challenging student population into Chicago public schools, from Italy, Russia, and Bohemia. Yet annual pay for entry-level elementary school teachers, 97 percent of whom were women, had been frozen for twenty years at $500 (about $13,300 in today’s dollars). The school system’s budget was so strapped that teachers were sometimes paid not in wages, but in “warrants” promising future pay, which teachers had to cajole grocers and landlords to accept in lieu of cash. Education policy was set by a school board appointed by the mayor, and board members were lobbied aggressively by Chicago’s business and media elite, who resisted taxes that paid for “fads and frills” like foreign language classes. The Chicago Tribune editorialized against the preposterous idea of preparing “the children of working men” for college, and called summer school courses for poor students “alluring luxuries.” The situation in Chicago was similar to that in other American cities at the turn of the century. Prominent education reformers across the country, such as Columbia University philosophy professor Nicholas Murray Butler, the founder of the school that would later be known as Teachers College, lobbied to replace teachers’ and politicians’ judgments on curriculum with education policies set by college-educated bureaucrats. These administrative progressives forged an alliance with business leaders, who liked the idea of top-down, expert management of schools, yet deplored paying higher taxes to fund public education.*1

In Chicago the most prominent reformer was William Rainey Harper, president of the University of Chicago. Harper chaired a mayoral commission tasked with centralizing the curriculum, pedagogy, and administrative structure of the public schools. Like Charles William Eliot, the Harvard president, Harper believed Horace Mann’s feminization of teaching had been a major misstep. His commission hoped to freeze a planned $50 annual raise for female teachers, saying the city should instead prioritize hiring and promoting male educators. When a group of female teachers complained to him, Harper responded that they should be happy they earned as much as his wife’s maid.

These were the events that motivated, in 1897, the founding of the Chicago Teachers Federation, the precursor to today’s American Federation of Teachers. The National Education Association, in which Susan B. Anthony had organized New York’s female teachers, dated back to 1857 and included teachers, administrators, and even college professors and presidents. The NEA was genteel. It conducted research on education and advocated politely for school funding. From the start, the Federation intended to be a totally different animal: a militant organization modeled after the male labor unions to which the fathers and brothers of Chicago teachers belonged.

The purpose of the Federation was to aggressively advocate for higher teacher pay and for teachers’ freedom on lesson planning and student discipline; the organization sought to counter the influence of school reformers who believed non-college-educated women were unqualified to make autonomous choices within their classrooms. The Federation held its first meeting on March 16, 1897, and by June had attracted over 2,500 members, about half of the elementary school teaching force. Two years later, after a painstaking organizing campaign throughout Chicago neighborhoods, Margaret Haley presented the Illinois state legislature in Springfield with a fifty-thousand-signature petition against William Rainey Harper’s school reform bill. The legislation would have given the school superintendent the exclusive right to hire and fire teachers for neighborhood schools, while keeping teacher salaries frozen and assigning every Chicago child to either the vocational or academic track, which would have been segregated from one another. The bill was defeated. Teacher unionism had arrived as a potent force in American civic life.

At her 1899 inauguration, the Federation’s longtime president, Catherine Goggin, sketched a vision of a political, not just an educational, organization:


The Federation should have a broader outlook. It should consider all which properly comes with the scope of intelligent citizenship. Its endorsement should be a powerful aid, its disapproval equally mighty. It should so educate public sentiment that a newspaper which attempted to lower the teachers of the city in the estimation of the public should immediately feel the result of the attempts in its decreased circulation and depleted advertising columns.



Goggin’s explicit threat to the city’s moneyed interests—that they should support teachers or be made to pay—captured the spirit of early teacher unionism. While the stunted pre—Civil War efforts to empower female teachers had been led by women like Anthony who were born into relatively privileged and well-educated families, the Irish Catholic–dominated Federation had a more innate feel for working-class politics. Haley, in her job as the Federation’s business representative, was known as the union’s heavy, a five-foot-tall “lady labor slugger” with penetrating blue eyes, unafraid of knocking heads at city hall or in the state capitol. At the turn of the century, before women could even vote, it was shocking to see female schoolteachers organize into a fighting force for higher wages. The Chicago Chronicle editorial board typified the reaction of the popular press, calling the Federation “impertinent” in its demands for better pay, and complaining that “school ma’ams as lobbyists left an unfavorable impression.” Observing the Federation from afar, the Atlanta Constitution wondered, “Does Unionism Make Girls Masculine?”

Haley seemed to delight in such criticism. She identified as a proud “fighting Irish” and a feminist, too: “To win rudimentary justice, women had to battle with brain, with wit, and sometimes even with force,” she wrote in Battleground, her autobiography. “If you happened to be born wanting freedom for yourself, for your group, for people at large, you had to fight for it—and you had to fight hard.”

Haley’s combative posture would not always serve the long-term interests of the teachers union movement well. But at the birth of the Chicago Teachers Federation, she stage-managed several spectacular political victories. In 1900, at the age of thirty-eight, she took what would become a permanent leave of absence from the classroom in order to investigate why, at the height of the late-1890s economic boom, the city of Chicago claimed it had too little money to unfreeze teachers’ wages and secure their newly established pension system. After immersing herself in the details of Illinois tax, corporate, and real estate law, Haley discovered two startling facts. First, land granted to the common schools system under the Northwest Ordinance of 1787 had been rented by the Chicago school board to some of the city’s major corporations for far below market rates, on ninety-nine-year leases with few opportunities for reassessments of the properties’ real values. The Chicago Tribune, for example, was paying the school board about half the market value for its headquarters in the desirable Loop district. The Chicago Daily News enjoyed a similar sweetheart deal. The underpayments became a scandal when the Federation publicized the fact that the president of the school board was also the Tribune’s attorney. All in all, if the downtown square mile owned by the Chicago Public Schools had been competently managed, each year it would have brought in $200 million in rent, which could have been used not only to pay teachers more, but to improve every aspect of Chicago public education. While the Federation did not succeed in raising the suspect rents, its campaign on the issue helped attract early support from the city’s influential good-government reformers, like Jane Addams, the settlement house crusader, and Carl Sandburg, the socialist journalist.

Haley’s second major finding had even greater implications for the Chicago public sector and won her the admiration of populist progressives across the United States. She discovered that the state of Illinois was not enforcing its own laws on corporate taxation. Seven for-profit public utilities, including streetcar, gas, electricity, and telephone companies, paid no taxes at all on their corporate franchises, costing the city millions in lost revenue. On October 29, 1900, the Teachers Federation hosted a dramatic mass meeting to publicize the lawsuit it had filed to compel the state to collect these taxes. Hundreds of teachers and other interested citizens crowded into the Central Music Hall downtown. The tone of the meeting was indignant. Female activists accused male businessmen of knowingly dodging their taxes over the course of decades, as politicians looked the other way. After Haley gave an exhaustive report on thirty years of Illinois tax history, the stately Jane Addams rose to frame the fight in more visceral, sentimental terms. Additional tax revenue could pay not only for higher teacher salaries, she said, but also for better public sanitation, to protect poor children’s health. When businessmen evade taxes, “property … loses its moral value,” Addams said, and she called on the entire community to unite to “bring [businessmen] back to a sense of moral obligation, in order to make it seem righteous to pay taxes—because I imagine that to many men, it seems righteous to evade taxes if you can do it in the interests of the stockholder.”

Chicago’s cultural leaders took their political cues from Addams, and they expressed wild enthusiasm about the Federation’s tax fight. Eliza A. Starr, a prominent author and lecturer on Renaissance art, congratulated Haley on her “heroic efforts to stem the tide of plutocracy rushing over our land.” Lucy Fitch Perkins, the children’s book author, told Haley and Goggin, “You make me think of Moses and Aaron, and I firmly believe you will make your way through this Red Sea and bring the children of Israel through with you.” The Chicago Symphony Orchestra headlined a January 1901 concert to raise Federation legal fees. Teacher unionism had become, at least momentarily, trendy.

On October 1, 1901, the Illinois Supreme Court ruled that Chicago public utility companies must pay back taxes, later assessed at $2.3 million. A federal court reduced the payments to a total of $600,000 annually, of which nearly a quarter-million dollars would be paid to the Chicago Board of Education. Teachers earned back pay. It was a major win for Haley and the early teacher unionization movement. She was soon traveling the country urging classroom teachers to organize everywhere. When the Wisconsin Teachers Association booked her for a lecture, they advertised Haley as “the plucky little woman who led the Chicago teachers in their successful struggle against the tax-dodging corporations of Illinois. She is a remarkably brilliant speaker, and every teacher in Wisconsin ought to hear her address.” The journalist William Hard worked for the Chicago Tribune but disagreed with his employer’s hostile stance toward teacher unionization. Hard took to the pages of the Times Magazine, in a freelance article, to celebrate “Margaret Haley, Rebel.” Of two million Chicagoans, “there was just one human being, a female human being, who determined to set a great wrong right,” he wrote of the tax fight. “I don’t care what else Miss Haley has done. In that moment she achieved greatness.”

When, in 1904, Harriet Taylor Upton, a leader in the women’s suffrage movement, asked Haley to help reach out to newly organized teachers across the country to engage them in the fight for the vote, Haley happily did so. Her activism had convinced her that without suffrage, female teachers would always enter political negotiations at a severe disadvantage, since they couldn’t back their policy preferences with votes. But rather than wait for suffrage to be won, in 1902 Haley had made an incredibly controversial decision: Through an introduction from the crusading attorney Clarence Darrow, who admired the Federation and had represented labor leaders like Eugene Debs, Haley led her organization for female teachers into an affiliation with the working-class male Chicago Federation of Labor, whose votes and lobbying prowess would help amplify teachers’ policy preferences. The Chicago Teachers Federation also applied for a charter from the American Federation of Labor, led by the astute Samuel Gompers, who was building deep ties to the national Democratic Party.

When Susan B. Anthony suggested in 1869 that print shops respond to a typesetters’ strike by training female replacement workers, she sowed distrust between the women’s movement and organized labor. Thirty-three years later, female teachers, though often strident feminists, were less threatening to male craftsmen; male unionists were unqualified for and uninterested in elementary school teaching jobs, and allying with teachers gave the AFL an inroad into urban education policy making, which affected union members’ children. But while female teacher unionists and male labor leaders saw affiliation as mutually advantageous, their partnership was deeply discomfiting to the Chicago establishment. Could unionized teachers simultaneously fight for their own interests as workers and for the educational interests of the city’s children? Or were those two priorities at odds?

In the fall of 1902, just as the Teachers Federation and Chicago Federation of Labor were joining forces, Chicago children launched an extraordinary protest movement, one that seemed to take its cues from union politics. As part of his campaign to centralize and professionalize Chicago’s school system, Superintendent Edwin Cooley had replaced two female principals with men and had transferred several popular women teachers away from schools in which they had long worked, because they had supposedly become too close with students and parents who shared their own ethnicity, often Irish or Czech. Instead of rewarding teachers only for time on the job, already the status quo policy in urban school districts, Cooley, like other reformers, wanted to tie teachers’ promotions and raises to their scores on a written exam, as well as on “efficiency” evaluations conducted by principals. He was also sweeping the city’s streets for truant children, bringing dozens of new students into already overcrowded working-class elementary schools, who were unaccustomed to the routines of the classroom.

Jane McKeon, an active member of the Federation, was a veteran teacher at the Andrew Jackson School, with personal ties to its surrounding, predominantly Irish West Side neighborhood. On Halloween, she booted a formerly truant student from her class of fifty-five children as a punishment for using profanity. When the new male principal sent the offender back to the classroom and McKeon refused to let him enter, she was suspended without pay for thirty days and told she would be transferred to another school.

A week later, Andrew Jackson students walked out of school to demonstrate solidarity with McKeon. The students said they would not return to class unless their teacher was permanently reinstated. A large photograph on page three of the Chicago Tribune showed a mass of cherub-faced demonstrators assembled at the entrance of their school. “We want Miss McKeon … and no one else,” a girl with a large bow in her hair told the Tribune. One boy in a newsboy cap said, “We won’t go back until we get her.” McKeon secured a lawyer, who said his client had been targeted in retaliation for her union membership. In an editorial, the outraged Tribune ignored unmanageable class sizes and blamed the unrest on lax West Side parents, some of whom were supporting “the dismal burlesque presented down at the Andrew Jackson school,” a “petticoated” place that would benefit from “a little starch”—presumably in the form of more male teachers who could impose proper discipline. The paper urged the school board to stand firm in its suspension of McKeon, writing, “Employment means work, not argumentation. The school system is not a debating society.” Teachers who question administrators “carry little children with them into rebellion … What we need in Chicago is a set of teachers who will either work in harmony with the board of education or else get on the outside and stay there. Insurrectionists are not exactly fit guides for the young.” In the end, the student protestors returned to class, but Jane McKeon refused her new assignment and resigned from the school system.

Union teachers triggered another moral panic among the media establishment in 1905, when Federation members marched in solidarity with thirty-five thousand Teamsters picketing for the right to “closed shops,” where employment is available only to union members. The Teamsters strike targeted high-profile department stores like Marshall Field, Sears, and Montgomery Ward. It lasted an incredible 105 days, during which 415 people were injured and 21 killed. Teamsters took control of city streets in order to block the passage of replacement truckers carting merchandise to and from downtown businesses. Some of these replacements were black, and a few were savagely beaten. Liberal magazines like Harper’s Weekly and The Nation compared the strike to the “Terror of Revolutionary France” and the Teamsters to a mob.

For the upper middle class, even those with liberal politics, it was utterly confounding that lady teachers would want to affiliate with such a movement. The Tribune worried that in their alliance with sometimes violent Teamsters, Federation members were teaching 240,000 Chicago schoolchildren “sedition, revolt against constitutional authority, disrespect for the law, and subversion of private and public rights.” A more even-keeled (and prescient) critique of early teacher union activism came from Chicago writer David Swing Wicker. In a report for Educational Review, a national reform journal, Wicker argued that by opposing Superintendent Cooley’s plan to evaluate teachers on their performance, Federationists were denying the fact that “teachers are not born, they are made” by high-quality training and supervision. The editors of Scribner’s Magazine agreed. They believed teachers who affiliated with labor were shortsighted, because of “the cardinal principle of unionism, its most pernicious principle … that of subordinating individual development to the capacity of the average. To that principle, essentially hostile to independence or advance in education or professional life, do these Chicago teachers stand committed by their act in becoming ‘unionists’?”

Indeed, teaching was not like many other unionized jobs. In education, poor job performance put children’s well-being immediately at stake. Yet Haley and the Federation organized against Cooley’s teacher evaluation plan without suggesting any alternative for judging teachers’ professional merit and distinguishing good from bad performers. Cooley had proposed tests and merit pay for teachers not only as a way to reward the best practitioners, they believed, but also as a maneuver to avoid raising teacher salaries across the board. Wary of budget cutting, the Federation argued that teachers should be paid primarily for time on the job.*2 Haley and her organization actually agreed with Cooley and his ally at the University of Chicago, William Rainey Harper, about many priorities for the school system, such as more art and music courses and the construction of playgrounds. But given the men’s many sexist assumptions about female teachers—that they should never become principals and should be paid less than male teachers—rather than collaborate in these areas, the Federation developed a stance of across-the-board animosity.

In 1909 a Chicago factory inspector named Helen Todd conducted an informal survey of 500 child laborers who had dropped out of public schools. When she asked the children if, financial necessity aside, they would rather work in a factory or attend school, 412 chose work. They described school as a joyless place of ethnic bigotry, corporal punishment, and mind-numbing rote memorization.*3 The typical poor urban child experienced school as “sheer cruelty” and a “humiliation,” Todd concluded—no wonder they dropped out in droves, sometimes turning to honest labor, but sometimes to crime.

Todd’s study was not scientific, and considering that thirty thousand turn-of-the-century Chicago children never enrolled in school at all, one wonders if child workers could have been reliable judges of classroom practices. Yet during a tumultuous era for the nation’s cities, muckraking reports like Todd’s renewed the quintessentially American conviction that public education was the proper salve for the wounds of poverty; that if only schools and teachers did a better job, problems like child labor and juvenile delinquency could be solved. The writer and photographer Jacob Riis became famous for his stark depiction of New York slum life in How the Other Half Lives, first published in 1890. He interviewed boys who had never attended school and spent their days spying on neighborhood prostitutes or toiling in sweatshops. Most immigrant children, Riis wrote, were so rooted in their ethnic ghettoes that they had never visited Central Park or gazed upon the architectural marvel of the Brooklyn Bridge, just a five-minute walk from their homes. Riis acknowledged the systemic constraints on immigrant children’s lives. The United States lacked strong restrictions on child labor and relied mostly on overextended local charities, many with a proselytizing religious mission, to provide the poor with health care and job training. There were no housing sanitation laws, and far too few truant officers, who were supposed to encourage child workers to enroll in school. Nevertheless, like many of today’s reformers, Riis considered teachers the determining factor in whether a child escaped poverty. In his 1892 book The Children of the Poor, he wrote that schools are “our chief defense against the tenement and the flood of ignorance with which it would swamp us … it is the personal influence of the teacher that counts for most in dealing with the child. It follows it into the home, and often through life to the second and third generation, smoothing the way of sorrow and hardship with counsel and aid in a hundred ways.”

Despite sensationalism, many muckraking critiques of public education contained more than a kernel of truth. Classroom overcrowding meant schools did turn a blind eye to truancy, sometimes even counseling poorly behaved students as young as seven years old to quit school and get a job. A child who dropped out of the primary grades, or who never enrolled at all, would most likely end up on a factory floor working with massive, dangerous machinery, or selling newspapers or other goods on the street, exposed to harsh weather, typhoid-infected water hydrants, and speeding streetcars.

When Jane Addams was appointed to the city school board in 1905 by Chicago’s new progressive mayor, Edward Dunne, she earnestly hoped to awaken the school system to these larger social challenges, especially truancy. Federation teachers like Jane McKeon, though, had long held a more pragmatic view: If problem children were allowed to remain in classrooms, they would threaten the learning of their well-behaved peers. Addams agreed with the Federation that teachers ought to have more influence over which textbooks were purchased and how to structure the curriculum. But she also believed there ought to be more formal tests of teachers’ competence; after all, some teachers had only a primary school education. “[T]here was a constant danger in a great public school system that teachers lose pliancy and the open mind,” she wrote, “and that many of them had obviously grown mechanical and indifferent.” When Haley realized Addams would not support the entirety of the Federation’s agenda, she began to refer to the social reformer derisively as “Gentle Jane.”

Though Addams was entirely well intentioned, her support for Superintendent Cooley’s teacher evaluation plan may well have been misplaced. Cooley attempted to keep teachers’ evaluation reports secret from them, which meant the system was useless as a tool for improving classroom practice. Subsequent school board investigations of the secret evaluations found that some teachers with very high scores—in the ninety-fifth percentile or above—had been denied raises and promotions, while less highly rated teachers had been rewarded for loyalty to administrators. Jane Addams found the Board of Education entirely frustrating. She could broker no consensus on how to improve the quality of teaching or lower class sizes to better serve troubled children. Education in Chicago seemed hopelessly politicized, with efforts at reform cyclically stymied by either inept administration or the resistant teachers union.

In 1909 the Chicago Board of Education, now filled with Mayor Dunne’s more progressive appointees, hired a superintendent they hoped could break through these divides—Ella Flagg Young, an expert on teacher training.

By the time she became the nation’s first female leader of a major school system, Young had already built an extraordinary reputation. She was a dainty, utterly serious, and fiercely intellectual woman, whose much older husband had died when Young was still in her twenties. After several years’ teaching, she ran the normal division of the city’s first high school. There she attempted to turn girls as young as thirteen into competent teachers by sending them for six months to train in one of the city’s poorest elementary schools. But many of the normalites had received poor grammar school educations and were ill prepared to teach struggling immigrant children. When Young attempted to toss incompetents out of the training program, she found city aldermen were protecting them, often because their parents were politically connected.

Young went on to serve for thirty years as a celebrated elementary school principal and then as a district-level assistant superintendent. A number of her ideas were startlingly ahead of their time. She discouraged her teachers from assigning homework, on the grounds that more privileged children would get help from their parents, while children from less-educated families would be left further and further behind, contributing to the problem we today call the “achievement gap.” When she noticed some poor children arrived at school dirty, she established school baths, and she lowered as many class sizes as she could from seventy to fifty-four students. She opposed the use of the term “melting pot” to describe Chicago schools full of immigrants, because she believed the phrase obscured children’s individuality and disrespected their various cultures. At the same time, she saw the teaching of proper English as perhaps the school system’s most vitally important responsibility and was appalled by many teachers’ lack of good grammar and writing skills.

Political opponents would later paint Young and other progressive educators across the nation as toadies of teachers unions. But throughout her long career Young was a frequent critic of the quality of the teacher corps. In an 1887 address on “How to Teach Parents to Discriminate Between Good and Bad Teaching,” she pointed out that political debates about education reform were frustrating because journalists and the public had very little reliable information about what went on in schools. Instead of allowing sensationalistic muckrakers to sketch only the most appalling classrooms, administrators should observe every teacher’s classroom regularly, and classroom doors should always be open to parents, too. The education profession had too much of a “thin skin,” Young lamented, and ought to strive more deliberately toward improvement and transparency. This suggestion, an incursion on teachers’ privacy in the classroom, was the sort of thing that usually enraged Margaret Haley, but the Federation leader was always willing to listen to Young’s thoughts, because Young was “endowed with the keenest intellect I have ever met in man or in woman,” Haley wrote. What’s more, Young’s critiques were accompanied by real respect for teachers.

She had hosted a teachers’ book club at her own home every other week; the women, some of whom had little more than a seventh-grade education, read and discussed Shakespeare and Dante. Young arranged for educational theorists to speak to teachers about the latest research on child development. The academics who participated, including John Dewey and the Harvard philosopher William James, were excited by the opportunity to test their ideas on real-world practitioners, and for the female teachers it was thrilling to be taken seriously by leading thinkers.

Working with Dewey at the University of Chicago, in 1900 Young completed a PhD dissertation in pedagogy, called “Isolation in the School.” It was as much a critique of ineffective management in any field as an essay on education issues in particular. For employees to feel respected and want to work hard, Young wrote, there must be “an interplay of thought between the members of each part” of a large organization, in which teachers, principals, and administrators all learned from the expertise of their colleagues, both those below and those above them in the professional hierarchy. Teachers should not be made to feel like mere “automatons,” mechanically reproducing the favored textbook-based lessons of school administrators, many of whom had only limited teaching experience themselves. When school systems were organized more democratically, Young believed, children would better understand, through direct observation, the key rights and responsibilities of citizenship.

These ideas were tested at the University of Chicago Laboratory School, which Dewey founded in 1896, and where Young served for a time as the director of instruction. About 140 students attended the school; most were the children of professors or other professionals associated with the university. Dewey often expressed horror at what he called the “medieval” techniques of traditional public schools, in which children read textbooks, memorized their contents, and studied each subject, such as history or biology, in isolation from the others, hunched over a desk. In an 1894 letter to his wife, Alice, he wrote, “When you think of the thousands and thousands of young ones who are practically ruined … in the Chicago schools every year, it is enough to make you go out and howl on the street corners like the Salvation Army.” By contrast, the Lab School’s curriculum was based on an observation from child psychology, one that Dewey had also noticed as a young father: Children’s games, from cops and robbers to playing house, often imitated the professional and domestic occupations of the adults around them. Instead of approaching learning through books and memorization, Dewey hoped to craft a “new education” based on “scientific” observations of how children actually learned—through playful experimentation in which they sought to understand the workings of the grown-up world.

Although Dewey talked about centering the school experience more on children’s natural curiosity and less on adult-led lessons from books, he did not advocate a passive role for teachers. Educators should “direct the child’s activities” by presenting her with interesting questions and the tools she would need to answer them, Dewey wrote. In one Lab School project, students were asked to consider the role of the textile industry in shaping human history. They examined raw flax, cotton plants, and wool, running each material through a spinning wheel. Through this practice, they learned cotton fiber is more difficult to separate from its plant than flax fiber is, which explains why linen and wool clothing predated cotton, why American cotton producers relied so heavily on slave labor, and also why the invention of the cotton mill was such a boon to the economy of the antebellum United States, making slavery less politically viable.

With lessons like these, Dewey hoped students would learn to respect and understand both the abstract and physical worlds. He often recalled his own childhood in Burlington, Vermont, where his grandparents manufactured candles and soap at home from materials produced on their farm. Dewey worried that turn-of-the-century urban children had no exposure to the process of how labor transformed the products of nature into the products of industry. He hoped students at the Lab School would come to understand that every item one ate, wore, or used carried a history of human ingenuity.

Dewey’s approach hardly acknowledged the ways in which the population of the Lab School differed from the population of Chicago public schools. Lab School students were fluent in English, well fed, and well clothed. Few, if any, faced the prospect of leaving school at age twelve in order to help support their families. On the other hand, many Chicago public school students had parents who turned raw materials into industrial goods every single day, whether they worked as carpenters or butchers. Unlike more affluent children, they were not at all disconnected from the means of production.

In later decades, new types of experimental schools would demonstrate that progressive pedagogy could produce excellent results for disadvantaged students, too. Ella Flagg Young, however, had a very difficult time implementing in Chicago public schools the ideas she and Dewey had pioneered at the University of Chicago. As superintendent, she did experience some significant successes: She increased teacher pay and pension contributions, established afterschool and summer programs for struggling students, hired the first speech pathology specialists and female physical education instructors, and convened “teacher councils” that met twice per year to share ideas with top administrators. She decreased high school dropout rates by adding vocational electives in architecture, accounting, shorthand, mechanical drawing, and other skills.

The teachers union backed her. But the city’s business elite did not.

In 1915 Chicago’s new Republican mayor, William “Big Bill” Thompson, appointed Jacob Loeb and a number of other tax cutters to the Board of Education. Loeb was the founder of a Chicago insurance company and was elected the board president. His first agenda item was a 7.5 percent budget cut; he also opposed the very concept of female principals or administrators. Loeb led a coordinated effort to push Young from her job and essentially kill the Teachers Federation. The school board passed the “Loeb Rule,” which forbade “membership by teachers in organizations affiliated with a trade union.” Unionization, the board claimed, was “hostile to discipline, prejudicial to the efficiency of the teaching force, and detrimental to the welfare of schools.”

At the Auditorium Building on September 8, the labor movement hosted a rally to organize against the Loeb Rule. Samuel Gompers of the American Federation of Labor told the crowd that businessmen were engaged in a campaign “to eliminate men of brain and heart and sympathy and character” from the teaching force. U.S. Assistant Secretary of Labor Louis Post, a former member of Mayor Dunne’s progressive school board, spoke about the threat the Teachers Federation had long posed to corporate interests more interested in lowering their own taxes than in improving the education of other people’s children. “All over this country, in one form or another, it is a fight between what has been called the Interests, the special interests, and the interests of the public, the interests of the common people. That is the fight.”

After a long legal and political battle, the Teachers Federation agreed to disaffiliate from the AFL, possibly in a deal with Loeb to reinstate teachers who had been fired because of their union activism. Yet during the same period, the Federation won three longer-lasting victories for unionized teachers. First, in 1913, Haley and other Illinois suffragists successfully lobbied the state legislature in favor of women’s right to vote. Federation members were finally empowered at the ballot box.

Second, in 1916, the Chicago Teachers Federation founded the American Federation of Teachers, which launched with locals in Chicago; New York City; Gary, Indiana; Atlanta; St. Paul, Minnesota; and Washington, D.C. The AFT organized an additional 174 affiliates over the next four years.

Last, Loeb’s virulent attack on the Federation, including his attempted firing of popular and effective classroom teachers in retaliation for their opposition to his policies, raised the ire of liberal good-government reformers. Together with the Federation and the Chicago City Council, they lobbied the state legislature to pass a bill in 1917 granting teachers tenure protection after a three-year probationary period. Previously, teachers’ contracts were year to year and could be terminated at any time. After the Otis Bill passed, to dismiss a tenured teacher the school board would have to hold hearings in which teachers had the right to legal representation.

The first American teachers to win tenure rights were those in New Jersey, in 1909. Tenure is by far the most controversial aspect of contemporary teacher unionism, but in the period before World War I, there was relative consensus among union leaders, school reformers, and intellectuals in favor of tenure. It had long been a feature of the celebrated Prussian education system, which had helped convince Harvard president Charles William Eliot and New York City’s reformist superintendent William Maxwell to support stronger job security protections for teachers. In New York, the new three-year probationary period followed by tenure was seen as a clean government reform after decades of politically influenced teacher appointments, in which schools were part of the patronage machine. Tenure was also popular among leaders of the National Education Association, although the NEA was hostile to classroom teachers affiliating with blue-collar organized labor.

Fed up with Chicago politics, Ella Flagg Young made plans to retire and move to California. When she stepped down from the Chicago superintendency on January 1, 1916, she released a statement to the press that could still define progressive pedagogy today, with its view of the teacher as a creative and independent intellectual guide for children:


I believe that every child should be happy in school. So we have tried to substitute recreation for drill.… We have tried to recognize types of minds as a mother does among her own children. We were losing the majority of children at the fifth grade. By letting them do things with their hands we have saved many of them. In order that teachers may delight in awakening the spirits of children, they must themselves be awake. We have tried to free the teachers. Some day the system will be such that the child and teacher will go to school with ecstatic joy. At home in the evening, the child will talk about the things done during the day and will talk with pride. I want to make the schools the great instrument of democracy.



Margaret Haley and the Teachers Federation would have liked to believe that in Young’s absence, they carried on her legacy. At times they did, but amid increasing political and business pressure on schools during the interwar years, teachers unions in Chicago and beyond often found themselves making unsavory alliances, and engaging in rough-and-tumble politics far afield from education itself.

Chicago mayor William Dever was a good-government reformist Democrat. Voters elected him in 1923 to clean up the mess left behind by “Big Bill” Thompson, whose Board of Education, it was discovered, embezzled $8 million in school funds. Dever appointed William McAndrew as schools superintendent. A thoroughly modern bicycle enthusiast, McAndrew had risen to national prominence as an administrator in the Brooklyn public schools, where his ideas were shaped by Frederick Winslow Taylor, the founder of the “scientific management” movement. Taylor, an engineer, believed every aspect of the manufacturing process should be measured, such as how many hems an individual worker could sew in an hour, or how much money a company lost due to worker error, such as errant stitches. This would help companies improve job training, and make it easier to assign laborers to specific repetitive tasks they could complete quickly, in what Taylor termed the “One Best Way.” To encourage good performance, he believed workers should receive small pay bonuses for crafting good products.

Though Taylor intended his theories to be applied to factory work, they soon became a fad among public school administrators, who were eager, during the bullish 1920s, to embrace innovative business practices. Prominent journals such as Educational Review published intricate tables for judging teachers’ output. Teachers would be measured by evidence of their students’ learning, which could be demonstrated through test scores or examples of children’s essays, penmanship, and drawings. A study by education researcher William Lancelot explained how administrators could record a “pupil change” score for every teacher, by testing how much the teacher’s students knew on a given subject at the beginning and then the end of a term. (Today this calculation is called a teacher’s “value-added” score.) Lancelot applied his pupil change method to math instructors at Iowa State College and found that, indeed, some teachers were more effective than others. Yet gains for students who studied with the best teachers were modest: an average of less than three additional points on a hundred-point grading scale. Why? According to peer reviewer Helen Walker—as well as many of today’s critics of value added—the pupil change measurement ultimately had a “low relationship” to true teacher quality, since so many factors beyond a teacher’s control could affect a student’s test score, from class size to family involvement in education.

Student achievement was not the only factor measured in the new efficiency rubrics. Evaluation systems called for teachers to be judged on their personal characteristics and given numeric ratings in largely subjective categories, such as “obedience,” “honesty of work,” “dress,” “voice,” and “force of character.” A teacher’s command of classroom discipline would also be assessed, by counting the number of students who were late or unruly, and even by measuring the number of seconds and minutes it took for a teacher to distribute or collect worksheets. Principals would painstakingly record all this data on spreadsheets—then handwritten, of course—and higher-level administrators could subsequently grade principals by looking at the performance of an entire school.

McAndrew, the Chicago schools superintendent, believed fervently in these new, supposedly rationalized teacher rating systems. In his 1916 book, The Public and Its Schools, he wrote that evaluating teachers based on their students’ test scores was far superior to the traditional method: a principal “walking through the rooms once a day.” His zeal for rooting out and firing inefficient teachers who could not improve is more than a little reminiscent of Michelle Rhee, the recent Washington, D.C., schools chancellor who seemed to take delight in mass layoffs. McAndrew wrote:


If a principal is unable with a reasonable share of his time from other duties to show a teacher how to acquire teaching ability, he must take steps to secure for the teacher freedom to enter other employment. To permit the waste of the lives of children and of the community’s money through poor teaching is not only the worst of management, but a negligent dishonesty that is scandalous. There has grown up here a fallacy that the schools should be run to give employment to us and in case of doubt the benefit should be given us, the employees. No private school, no public service, runs on that basis. It is an absurdity.



When he arrived in Chicago, McAndrew immediately took two steps that earned him the ire of Margaret Haley and the rest of organized labor. First, he moved to disband the beloved teacher councils Young had founded. Like most Taylorites, McAndrew believed in the principle of a rational, expertise-driven manager presiding decisively over employees. If administrators had access to the knowledge and data necessary to improve the school system, they would not need to meet regularly with teachers to hear their ideas. He then proposed that junior high students be assigned, based on IQ scores, to either vocational or academic-track schools. The Chicago school board supported McAndrew’s proposal, releasing a 1924 “research bulletin” claiming that IQ tests given to World War I army recruits had proven there were five levels of supposedly innate intelligence, each corresponding with an occupational class: “Professional and business,” “clerical,” “skilled trades,” “semi-skilled trades,” and “unskilled labor.”

The Federation, like Ella Flagg Young, preferred a Deweyite “single track” approach to the curriculum: that schools should help all children become facile with their hands, but ought not to direct students toward specific jobs, nor neglect academics. Alongside the teachers union, male organized labor in Chicago helped lead the opposition to vocational determinism. The leader of the Illinois State Federation of Labor, John Walker, believed dual-track schools would make public education “a training place for cheap labor, beasts of burden, at the expense of the development of the children as broad-minded, big-hearted, intelligent, fine types of citizenship.” The AFL published a pamphlet warning that IQ tests could be used to sear the children of working-class parents with “the brand of inferiority.”

The unions were right to push back against high-stakes IQ testing. By 1922—two years before McAndrew came to Chicago—respected researchers had begun to decry the wartime intelligence studies as bunk science that failed to account for the differences in recruits’ previous schooling. A study of over 100,000 New York City fifth graders found socioeconomic factors such as family income and access to health care outweighed IQ as predictors of academic success. What’s more, IQ appeared to be changeable over time, not a measure of innate talent. Harper’s published a study showing that after living in the North for several years, southern-born blacks were able to score higher on IQ tests.

Nevertheless, under the sway of efficiency reformers who hoped to match children to jobs, schools rushed to buy and administer standardized IQ exams. A 1932 survey of 150 school districts found three-quarters used intelligence tests to assign students to different academic tracks. IQ testing had replaced phrenology as school reform’s favored “science” for sorting and classifying children.

As Haley fought against tracking and McAndrew’s other efficiency policies—such as the requirement that teachers check in on a timesheet four times each day—she won support from the normally anti-union Chicago Tribune, which warned the superintendent against “antagonizing the bulk of the teaching force” through an overly top-down reform agenda. Yet in her passion for removing McAndrew from office, Haley teamed up with a shady character: “Big Bill” Thompson, the corrupt former mayor, who hoped to regain his office and run for president under the isolationist slogan “America First.” In a March 30, 1927, ad in the Tribune, Thompson accused McAndrew and Mayor Dever of being “pro-British rats who are poisoning the wells of historical truth” by selecting history textbooks that called George Washington a “rebel” instead of a hero. Those allegations were false. In fact, McAndrew strongly supported American patriotism in the school curriculum. Yet with backing from the Teachers Federation, Thompson defeated Dever and then axed McAndrew, whose reform ideas were never fully implemented. Even after the “rat” McAndrew’s departure, the Board of Education continued to hear testimony on so-called anti-American “propaganda” in schools.

During the first three decades of teacher unionism, the path-breaking Chicago Teachers Federation boasted achievements of high idealism: bringing tax-dodging corporations to heel, resisting IQ determinism on behalf of poor children, and helping women earn the right to vote. Yet the teachers union movement was (and remains today) a pragmatic, even sometimes cynical, lobbying effort, and one that protected some poorly performing teachers. By partnering with nativist political forces to target McAndrew as insufficiently patriotic, Margaret Haley and her “lady labor sluggers” had emboldened a movement—ideological litmus testing for professional educators—that was already wreaking havoc on American urban education.



*1 There has been a century of debate over how to define “progressive” education. The reformers who sought to constrain the influence of female teachers in cities like Chicago and New York thought of themselves as “progressives,” for they believed they were applying modern, efficient business methods to the management of sprawling, inefficient school systems. Their administrative progressivism can be clearly contrasted, however, with the pedagogical progressivism espoused by Francis Wayland Parker and John Dewey. These schools of thought are well defined in The Struggle for the American Curriculum, by Herbert Kliebard.

*2 Merit pay and budget cutting often did go hand in hand. When Atlanta instituted teacher merit pay in 1915, overall teacher pay in the district declined by $15,000.

*3 Catharine Beecher had predicted the end of corporal punishment if female teachers replaced male teachers. This did not occur.




• Chapter Five •

“An Orgy of Investigation”

WITCH HUNTS AND SOCIAL MOVEMENT UNIONISM DURING THE WARS

In 1917, Mary McDowell taught Latin at Manual Training High School in the working-class neighborhood of Park Slope, Brooklyn. She was a square-jawed single woman in her early forties who lived with her widowed mother just south of Prospect Park. Befitting the caricature of an old-maid schoolmarm, McDowell was plain-looking and unglamorous, with thin, wire glasses framing her eyes in perfect circles. But while most of her female colleagues had only been to normal school, McDowell, a Quaker, had graduated from Swarthmore, studied at Oxford University in England, and then earned a master’s degree at Columbia. Since the onset of the Great War she had been donating $35 per month, a fifth of her modest income, to the American Friends Service Committee, to be used for civilian relief efforts in France.

In a 1914 performance evaluation, Manual’s principal noted McDowell “is a fine example for girls. I am impressed with her conscientiousness, her earnest desire to give the best. She is not of the 2:30 type”—meaning she did not rush out of school as soon as the final bell rang. But McDowell ran into trouble three years later, when a Yale-educated engineer named Horace Mann Snyder replaced her previous boss. Named by his superintendent father after the common schools visionary, Snyder arrived in Brooklyn filled to the brim with the popular education reform theories of the day and began implementing them with gusto. At the time, only 17 percent of Americans completed high school, where the classical, academic curriculum prevailed. Vocational tracking and sports programs were seen as a way to reduce dropouts by making school more engaging and relevant to teenagers. Snyder planned to introduce IQ testing to split Manual freshmen into three tracks, which would determine the courses they took for the next four years as well as the opportunities open to them after graduation. If only a third of Manual’s students would be prepared for college, an old-fashioned, full-time Latin teacher like McDowell would almost certainly be considered superfluous—a dinosaur teaching a dead language to poor children ill equipped to use it.

The principal’s second major enthusiasm was for “citizenship” training, a craze that swept the nation’s schools during World War I. What Snyder had in mind was less a rigorous civics curriculum than a sort of suffusion of Manual High School with patriotic spirit. He required teachers to transcribe patriotic quotations on the blackboard each day and distribute leaflets encouraging students to buy war savings stamps. McDowell fulfilled these directives. But when Snyder asked her to spend an hour each week discussing the general merits of the United States above all other nations, McDowell demurred. She was there to teach Latin; diligent study, she believed, was the most patriotic way for her students to spend their time. Snyder retaliated via the teacher evaluation system.

During the late nineteenth century, New York City had a teacher evaluation system in which principals rated 99.5 percent of teachers as “good.” When reformer William Maxwell became superintendent in 1898, he was frustrated by the lack of centralized information on teachers’ performance. He instituted a new system, which required principals to grade teachers on a finer scale, from A to D. Within a few years, it was generally regarded, in the words of The New York Times, as “a joke”; principals resented the copious paperwork involved, and the vast majority of teachers, including McDowell, received a B+ each year, indicating better-than-average performance. But at Manual High School, Snyder was determined to punish McDowell for her resistance to his patriotism agenda. He decreased her rating to a B, threatening that “C or D more accurately reflects the present value of your services to the city and State.” The animus between the two intensified just before Christmas break in 1917, when Snyder asked every member of his faculty to sign a so-called “loyalty pledge” then circulating throughout the New York City school system, at the behest of the mayor, the superintendent, and the Board of Education. There were several versions of the pledge, but the text of the one McDowell was asked to sign most likely looked something like this:


We, the teachers of the public schools of the City of New York, do solemnly pledge our unqualified loyalty to the President and Congress of the United States in this war with the imperial governments of Germany and Austria.

We pledge ourselves actively to inculcate in our pupils by word and deed love of flag and unquestioning loyalty to the military policy of the government and to the measures and principles proclaimed by the President and Congress.

We declare ourselves to be in sympathy with the purposes of the government and its efforts to make the world safe for democracy, and believe that our highest duty at this moment is to uphold the hands of the President and Congress in this crisis.

We believe that any teachers whose views prevent them from subscribing to such sentiments should not be permitted to teach the youth of our city.



Of New York City’s twenty thousand teachers, hundreds initially expressed reluctance to recite these words or sign their name to them. But when they realized their jobs were at stake, all but thirty relented. McDowell was one of the holdouts. For a strict Quaker, this vow was impossible. She was a pacifist who opposed, in principle, all wars, no matter what their cause. After she expressed her views in a letter to Principal Snyder, she was suspended without pay. In May 1918 McDowell went on “trial” at the Upper East Side headquarters of the Department of Education. This was not an actual procedure of the city or state legal systems, but rather an internally conducted employment hearing to determine whether McDowell would lose her tenure protections and her job. The room overflowed with reporters, as well as teacher and Quaker supporters of McDowell. The “judge,” called a trial examiner, noted that as a thirteen-year veteran of the New York City schools, McDowell had a “flawless” teaching record. There was no evidence she had ever indoctrinated her students into her own pacifist or Quaker beliefs. At issue, then, were her private convictions. New York City schools superintendent William Ettinger pressed McDowell, who was on the witness stand, to state whether she would personally take up arms to resist a military invasion. McDowell said she was sure most Americans, including her own students, would do so, but that she could not; there were “many ways of resisting” hostility other than with violence. Her attorneys noted that Quakers had been instrumental in building New York State’s public school system, and an 1830 declaration by the state board of education had affirmed the right of schoolteachers not to be questioned on their religious beliefs.

It was no matter. A jingoistic climate had invaded the public schools, and teachers with dissident politics were being targeted for dismissal, regardless of their excellence in the classroom—and especially if they taught unpopular subjects that did not fit within the vocational framework, like the classics or foreign languages. McDowell was declared guilty of “conduct unbecoming a teacher” and fired.

For educators during World War I, the combination of dissident politics and opposition to IQ testing, strict vocational tracking, or new forms of teacher evaluation could prove especially professionally risky. Alexander Fichlander, a respected Brooklyn principal, was a pacifist who refused to sign the loyalty pledge. He also supported the AFT-affiliated New York City Teachers Union, which was founded in 1916 to emulate the success of Margaret Haley’s organization in Chicago. Fichlander was well known as a critic of the city’s A–D teacher rating system, which he thought imposed a bureaucratic burden on principals without actually improving instruction for students. In 1917 the Board of Education denied him a promotion he had already won from his Brooklyn district supervisor, to be the principal of a larger elementary school. John Greene, a member of the committee who made the decision, said the honor would only give Fichlander “a sphere for wider influence for his unpatriotic views. Here is a man who debased his citizenship and who refused to sign the declaration of loyalty to the United States.”

There was broad public support for the witch hunts that ensnared Fichlander and McDowell. On November 18, 1917, the editorial board of The New York Times declared: “The Board of Education should root out all the disloyal or doubtful teachers. This little private war of these misguided or out-of-equilibrium persons on the United States must stop. They must be put out of the schools; and if they continue to profess sedition publicly, they must be locked up.”

The moral panic about supposedly unpatriotic educators was driven by international war hysteria combined with agitation over the growing domestic political strength of teachers unions. In 1917 and 1918, Congress passed the Espionage and Sedition Acts, which sought to ban public speech and actions “disloyal” to the United States military and government, especially among socialists, communists, pacifists, immigrants, and other groups perceived as affiliated with European leftism. More than any other force, the American Legion, a veterans’ organization, pushed this ethos of unquestioning patriotism onto the nation’s public schools. The Legion was influential: 16 U.S. senators and 130 congressmen identified as members. It promoted the idea that the Communist Party in Moscow actively recruited American teachers in order to enlist them in brainwashing the nation’s youth. The Legion saw all left-of-center political activity as unacceptably anti-American. In a directive to its local affiliates, the group asked its one million members to watch for “reds and pinks” working in public schools, asserting, “There is little difference between some kinds of so-called Socialism, liberalism, radicalism, and Communism.”

In 1921 the Legion partnered with the National Education Association to counteract the growing influence of Margaret Haley’s AFT, which both organizations were eager to paint as unprofessional, thuggish, and radical—a labor union in the mold of Bolshevism, which any decent teacher should shun. With the support of the NEA, the Legion introduced an annual “American Education Week” in November, during which teachers were asked to preach that “Revolutionists, Communists, and extreme pacifists are a menace” to “life, liberty, justice, security, and happiness.” The curriculum suggested the following essay topic: “Patriotism, the Paramount Human Emotion.”

The Legion also cultivated a relationship with newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, an opponent of the income tax and increased funding for teacher salaries and schools (all priorities of the AFT). In 1935 Hearst’s papers ran a series of articles written by a Legion commander, attacking public school teachers who explained the Depression as a failure of free markets. Teachers who did not purchase Liberty Bonds, did not display the American flag in their classrooms, or did not salute the flag were depicted in Legion literature as a “fifth column” loyal to the Soviet Union. Principals, school boards, and mayors sympathetic to the Legion—or scared to buck the group—targeted such teachers for investigation and sometimes dismissal. In 1939, the Legion’s advocacy helped prompt the House Un-American Activities Committee to investigate communist influence within the AFT.

Between 1917 and 1960, several waves of patriotic moral panic convulsed the nation’s schools, in what the historian Howard K. Beale termed “an orgy of investigation” that targeted tens of thousands of teachers. Over the course of four decades, the American public was periodically riveted by the drama of teachers fired or put on trial for their leftist political beliefs—even “taking the Fifth” or “naming names” in front of congressional committees. Joining the American Legion’s campaign of fear were conservative advocacy groups like the Veterans of Foreign Wars, the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the Christian Front, an anti-Semitic organization associated with the Catholic radio preacher Father Coughlin. At the local level, activists often targeted individual teachers for dismissal. The education historian and commentator Diane Ravitch remembers that in Houston in the early 1950s, at the height of McCarthyism, her public high school came under the sway of mothers who were members of the Minute Women of the USA, an anticommunist group that also opposed New Deal social programs and the formation of the United Nations. Under pressure, the school’s librarian removed books about the Soviet Union from the shelves, and the school board forced Ravitch’s favorite teacher, Nelda Davis, out of her job in retaliation for her liberal internationalist views. Davis had also opposed racial segregation.

Witch-hunted teachers were part of an unusual demographic moment in American public education. Because of Depression-era unemployment in the private sector, as well as racial, ethnic, and gender quotas in professions such as academia, medicine, and the law, the urban teacher corps of this period became particularly diverse and well educated, even to the point of being overqualified. From the 1930s through the 1950s, big-city school districts employed a growing number of teachers with master’s degrees and doctorates. The male share of the teaching force increased from 17 to 30 percent between 1929 and 1960—higher than it is today. In New York City during the Depression, there was such an oversupply of college-educated teaching hopefuls that the Board of Education instituted a complex, multi-step process for earning a credential. Candidates took exams on pedagogy and content knowledge; a prospective high school English teacher, for example, would be asked to interpret a classic poem. Candidates had to pass a Standard English speech test (which was often used to discriminate against those who spoke with a working-class black or Jewish inflection), and then teach a sample lesson in a real classroom. Lastly, prospective teachers sat for a nerve-wracking interview with school officials, in which their appearance, dress, and manner were bluntly assessed.

Some of the young, educated teachers who passed these stringent tests had left-wing or radical politics, inculcated on university campuses. This did not change the fact that the vast majority of midcentury public school educators remained apolitical. When Beale, the historian, conducted a national survey of teachers during the 1930s, he found many were disturbingly ignorant of current affairs. But conservative activists were correct that a small yet politically significant segment of the urban teacher corps actively participated in left-wing movements seen during the interwar and Cold War years as a major threat to a stable American government. In a few shocking cases, communist educators were even involved in international espionage. Three female New York City teachers participated in an early-1940s plot to free the Stalinist assassins of Leon Trotsky, the Soviet dissident killed in Mexico.

Yet the vast majority of pacifist, socialist, and communist teachers were like Nelda Davis and Mary McDowell: local activists and intellectuals who were loyal to the United States yet critical of its wars and domestic inequalities. Sadly, those teachers who lost their jobs in witch hunts tended—exactly because of their social justice views—to be some of the most dedicated educators, and the most passionate about reaching disadvantaged students. As Beale noted, it was not the “average” teacher who was hurt by red-baiting, but “the exceptional teacher” who brought a strong sense of mission into the classroom.

This story played out most dramatically in New York City, where Communist activists gained control of the Teachers Union in 1935. They created a “social movement unionism” that went far beyond the bread-and-butter organizing Margaret Haley pioneered in Chicago. Though both mainstream and communist teacher unionists opposed IQ tracking and supported higher teacher pay and smaller class sizes, the far-left politics of some of the younger teachers during the interwar period split the still-nascent teacher union movement into two camps. One camp, affiliated with Haley and John Dewey, was the precursor to today’s unions. Led by the moderate New York City Teachers Guild, it was social democratic and concerned with legislative maneuvering in support of school funding and teacher autonomy. The second camp, which has no real equivalent today, was affiliated with communism and the global anticolonialist ideology of W. E. B. Du Bois, who turned toward Marxism after World War I. This gadfly band of teachers fought aggressively for academic freedom and for schools to embrace a broad antiracist, antipoverty agenda—a platform that, despite its radicalism in its own time, anticipated many later-twentieth-century goals of education reform.

Irving Adler always said that his wife, Ruth, introduced him to communism. The two first crossed paths in the early 1930s at a meeting of pacifist student activists, flirting as they made posters for a demonstration. Irving, a City College math major, considered himself a socialist. But Ruth, the daughter of Jewish farmers who had emigrated from Minsk to upstate New York, was far more radical. She belonged to a branch of the Young Communist League, and even picketed her own Barnard graduation, in defense of medical students who had been expelled from Columbia because of their antiwar views. Because she did not participate in the ceremony, she did not find out until the next day that she had won the college’s highest prize in mathematics. Later that week Ruth and Irving were married, and both began training to become New York City public school teachers.

Communist teachers tended to be highly educated Jews and often, like Adler, graduates of City College, known as Harvard-on-the-Hudson. Unlike Ivy League universities, City College did not discriminate against Jewish applicants, many of whom wished to study math, physics, and the emerging social sciences, such as political science and sociology. What drew these young intellectuals to teaching? When Jewish students graduated from City College, they entered a job market tightly limited by both the Great Depression and anti-Semitism. Irving Adler won high honors in math but quickly learned that few of New York’s top insurance or accounting firms hired “out” Jews; even City College’s own math department employed no Jewish faculty. Ruth Adler experienced even more virulent employment discrimination, due to both her ethnicity and her gender. Working in public education offered a respite from such blatant prejudice. The couple officially joined both the Communist Party and the New York City Teachers Union.

The New York union had launched in 1916 with social democratic politics, as Local 5 of the American Federation of Teachers. In 1927 it successfully lobbied the state legislature to increase teachers’ wages. It was a major victory. But after the devastating economic crash of 1929, New York began to pursue austerity budget measures. The city hired new teachers, including Irving and Ruth Adler, as full-time “permanent substitutes”—a classification that allowed the district to pay them lower wages and deny them paid sick days. For the older teachers who dominated the Local 5 leadership, substitutes weren’t a major issue; instead the union prioritized fighting proposed wage cuts for tenured teachers. Nor did Local 5 take a strong position on the dismal physical conditions in many overcrowded and unsanitary New York City school buildings, particularly those in poor black neighborhoods, where young Jewish subs were more likely to work. Irving Adler was assigned to Haaren High School in Harlem. He helped recruit sixty teachers there to join the union, and helped organize one of the city’s first free lunch programs for poor children.

In the view of Adler and other younger teachers, the union’s leaders had became too “cautious and conservative,” unwilling to criticize the politicians with whom they had once negotiated to advance teacher pay legislation. An opposition caucus, the Rank and File, formed within the union and in 1935 gained control of the Local 5 executive committee. The union’s new leaders were in their twenties and early thirties, and many were involved in antifascist organizing; a few even spent their summer vacations volunteering with the loyalist forces fighting Franco in Spain. Most of these activist teachers, including the Teachers Union’s new president, Charles Hendley, and its most prominent black leader, Lucille Spence, were not Communist Party members. The union often advised its members to vote for candidates affiliated with the American Labor Party, a New York State socialist organization that endorsed Franklin D. Roosevelt. But several of the TU’s most vocal organizers, including Adler, were card-carrying communists.

Local 5’s new leadership relaunched the union’s newsletter, The New York Teacher News, as a serious journal of education policy. In the magazine’s first issue, Hendley articulated “The Union’s Stand” in favor of “intellectual honesty” and against “deadening routine” and “lock-step methods” in the classroom. Though Dewey’s “new education” was ascendant among intellectuals and in private schools, only a few of his progressive ideas—typically the less radical ones, like arranging elementary school children’s desks in groups instead of rows—had penetrated urban public education. The vast majority of teachers continued to base their lessons on standardized textbooks selected by administrators, and to teach by reading aloud or lecturing in front of the class. In New York City, 41 percent of classes had over forty students. The new union leaders saw lowering class sizes, especially in low-income schools, as a prerequisite for more progressive, creative styles of teaching.

Local 5 embraced a mission beyond the classroom. Mary McDowell had kept her antiwar politics to herself, until she was provoked by the loyalty oath. But the Teachers Union and Hendley loudly swore to “take a stand against the militarists and the imperialists who promote war.” They vowed to lobby for health insurance, Social Security, unemployment benefits, and child labor laws. On education policy, the union concerned itself largely with racial equality. With the Great Migration of southern blacks into northern cities, the educational challenges of racial diversity were ever clearer. Should northern schools, which were de facto, not de jure, segregated, be integrated? Given the rapid acceleration of white flight—the exodus of middle-class Irish, Italian, and Jewish families from neighborhoods like Harlem in Manhattan and Bedford-Stuyvesant in Brooklyn—was integration even a realistic goal across the city, or were there too few white children to spread around? The TU chose to pursue a three-pronged civil rights agenda: first, fighting for a rigorous curriculum at schools that served poor children; second, removing racist textbooks from schools and writing new curricula for black and Puerto Rican history; and third, partnering with community organizations to improve social conditions in poor neighborhoods.

In the 1940s and 1950s, one of the union’s protests involved Yorkville High School on Manhattan’s far East Side, where 95 percent of the student body was black or Puerto Rican. Many girls chose the school because it had a well-regarded pre-nursing program, yet when freshmen arrived, they were given a battery of IQ and aptitude tests that resulted in most of the nonwhite girls being directed instead to a three-year “annex” course that had nothing to do with nursing. Annex students took few English classes and no math. They spent the day learning “homemaking” skills, such as simple sewing, and left school with scant qualifications for either employment or further education. Meanwhile, several of the city’s most academically rigorous schools, like Stuyvesant High in lower Manhattan and Science High in the Bronx, began using test scores to limit enrollment so that they could continue to serve an exclusively white population in a rapidly diversifying city. (Both of those schools remain today bastions of selectivity where admission is determined solely by standardized test scores and where the student bodies contain few black or Hispanic kids.)

Teachers Union leaders did not oppose vocationalism, since they felt job training was a crucial service for the majority of students who would never graduate from college. During the Depression, even Du Bois, champion of the “talented tenth,” became an ardent supporter of high-quality vocational programs for black teenagers. But TU teachers like Irving Adler believed vocational high schools ought to continue offering courses in advanced math and foreign languages, instead of seeing those subjects as perks working-class children didn’t need and that the school system couldn’t afford. Like the Federation in Chicago, the New York union argued that students and their families should choose what courses to take, instead of being confined to a specific track, either vocational or academic, because of the results of an intelligence test.

Because so many black migrants from the South arrived in northern cities with few literacy skills, the TU believed black neighborhood schools should be guaranteed class sizes under thirty and given more funding for guidance counselors, hot lunches, and health clinics. In both Bed-Stuy and Harlem, union activists urged local police precincts to establish afterschool programs and sports leagues to prevent juvenile crime, instead of relying on harsh curfews and other punitive measures that treated every young black male as a potential criminal, leaving teenagers fearful and wary of authority.

Union pamphlets suggested that teachers of immigrant children learn basic Spanish and create units on Puerto Rican history. From the 1930s on, the union lobbied the New York City Board of Education to discontinue the use of curriculum materials that contained racial stereotypes. A 1950 union study of city textbooks found that in general, they ignored slave revolts, declared that most slave owners had treated their human chattel kindly, treated emancipation as a privilege for which blacks were unprepared, and depicted Reconstruction not as a time of expanded opportunity for freedmen and-women, but as a period of political chaos that practically justified the rise of the Ku Klux Klan and Jim Crow politics. Geography textbooks portrayed European colonialism as a benevolent force bringing culture to “backward” countries like Nicaragua and Guatemala, whose populations one textbook called “quarrelsome and therefore lacking in progress.”

The commitments of civil rights leaders animated the TU’s agenda on race. In 1952 W. E. B. Du Bois accepted the Teachers Union annual award. But as historian Clarence Taylor demonstrates in his 2011 study of the Teachers Union, Reds at the Blackboard, the organization’s commendable work on racial justice cannot obscure the deeply problematic nature of its relationship to the Communist Party.

Teachers Union publications were filled with rose-colored depictions of life behind the Iron Curtain. A 1943 TU pamphlet praised Soviet scouting programs for boys and farming education for girls. Three years later, an entire issue of the New York Teacher was devoted to celebrating the USSR. It suggested a civics lesson in which teachers would explain to students the difference between the American concept of “freedom from” government intervention and the Soviet concept of “freedom to,” such as freedom to have a job and freedom to have enough to eat. Yes, the Soviet Union was a one-party state, the newspaper acknowledged, but that one party was the representative of the working class. Some prominent TU activists paid little heed to the gathering evidence of Soviet authoritarianism and human rights abuses.

Were communist teachers disloyal spies or patriotic American dissidents? From 1932 to 1945, during the TU’s strongest years, Earl Browder led the American communist movement. Though he participated in Soviet espionage, Browder was a relative moderate. He had come to radical politics through his midwestern involvement in labor unionism and pacifism, and he believed communism could fit within the larger American democratic tradition. During World War II Browder sought to cool hostilities between communists and socialists. He advocated for progressives to present a unified front against fascism, and by the late 1930s he led American communists to support President Roosevelt’s New Deal.

Browder’s vision of the Communist Party as a cooperative partner within the broader American Left attracted many activist public school teachers. Though radical, the Teachers Union had six thousand members by 1940, making it by far the largest teachers organization in New York City. Some communist teachers worked diligently on FDR’s reelection campaigns; they saw themselves as pragmatic idealists. Unionists, however, were a comparatively small segment of the teacher corps. During the interwar years, most public school teachers felt unionism carried a blue-collar stain, and they worried that joining with organized labor would decrease the public’s respect for teaching as a profession. In December 1940, the American Federation of Teachers expelled the New York and Philadelphia locals, afraid their communist politics would taint the entire teacher unionism movement. In its place the AFT recognized the smaller New York Teachers Guild, a precursor to the United Federation of Teachers, the union that today represents New York City teachers. Yet even after its expulsion, the Teachers Union retained most of its former members. It affiliated with the Congress of Industrial Workers (CIO), an umbrella group of unions sympathetic to communism.

Within a few years, the more moderate communism typified by Browder and many TU members began to lose international support. In 1946, Communist Party radicals expelled Browder. His inner circle, including Bella Dodd, the TU’s legislative director, were suddenly on the outs with their fellow travelers, and what had been an intimate social group of activist teachers was riven by infighting. Irving and Ruth Adler ran into Dodd at a protest and were dismayed to see many old friends and colleagues refusing to acknowledge her. Isolated and depressed, Dodd, a charismatic speaker well known in New York political circles, reconnected with her Catholic roots and began a new career as a defector media darling, speaking and writing about the evils of godless communism, and—like the American Legion—depicting public school teachers as brainwashers of America’s youth. The “function of a Communist teacher is to create people willing to accept Communist government,” she said. Teachers who did not toe the line in their classroom lectures were purged from the party, she claimed.

These dramatic events coincided with the dawn of the Cold War. The United States and Soviet Russia were no longer allies in the fight against Nazism, and American communists found themselves not only attacking one another, but once again in the crosshairs of jingoistic politicians. In 1949 the New York state legislature passed the Feinberg Law, which allowed school districts to dismiss teachers who belonged to any “subversive organization,” including the Communist Party. Even the far-left wing of the labor movement rushed to distance itself from the red menace. In March 1950 the CIO expelled the Teachers Union and eleven other communist-sympathetic unions. What followed was a decade of anticommunist purges that ended the careers of 378 New York City public school teachers, most of them tenured and extraordinarily professionally distinguished. (An additional 1,000 teachers were investigated but were allowed to continue working.) A purge began when a teacher, typically a TU member, received a notice requesting that she report to the office of Superintendent William Jansen. Once the teacher arrived, Jansen would ask the notorious question: “Are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?” A reply of “yes” would lead to immediate dismissal; a refusal to answer could bring on an investigation of a teacher’s political activities and personal life, followed by a school board trial, which would be breathlessly covered in the newspapers and on radio and television. At least a handful of teachers saved their own careers by “naming names” of supposedly communist colleagues; many others resigned immediately upon receiving a summons, unwilling to perjure themselves, endure a public trial, or inform on friends.

The most notorious trial took place in September and October 1950. Eight Jewish members of the Teachers Union had refused to answer the question about whether they were communists and were charged with “insubordination and conduct unbecoming a teacher.” Teacher News editor Celia Zitron taught Latin and had created a Hebrew curriculum. Teachers Union president Abraham Lederman was a World War II veteran and a junior high school math teacher. Of the group of eight, Alice Citron was especially celebrated. As a nineteen-year veteran of Harlem public schools, she was well known for writing an African American history curriculum, inviting students to her home, and using her own money to buy needy children eyeglasses, books, shoes, and food. Fifteen Harlem parents attended the trial to speak on Citron’s behalf. Pearl Messiah described the peeling paint, broken toilets, and “ugly, nasty books” in her children’s schools, explaining that Citron “inspired us and showed us that we could get these things changed” through advocacy. “Everybody loves Alice,” Messiah said. Another mother, Rose Scott Gallant, said, “She is everything to our neighborhood, to the community as a whole.” Citron’s boss, P.S. 185 principal Abraham Gold, testified that Citron did “splendid work” deserving of “nothing but the highest praise.”

But the Board of Education had little interest in the classroom records of communist teachers; prosecutor John McGrath freely admitted he had no “proof of any specific classroom act” that had indoctrinated students with communist beliefs. New York’s Feinberg Law, which was later upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court, concerned itself solely with teachers’ private political ideas, and whether those “anti-American” views were incompatible with educating the state’s children. A second justification for the McCarthy-era witch hunts was the supposedly unprofessional stance of “insubordination” that teachers displayed when they refused to answer the superintendent’s questions about their political affiliations. Such insubordination, the Board argued, would teach children to question, instead of to heed, authority—the same charge the Chicago Tribune had once leveled against the nation’s first teachers union.

In his ruling terminating the employment of all eight teachers, trial examiner Theodore Kiendl resurrected the rhetoric of the Mary McDowell trial of 1918. He found no distinction between a teacher who actively indoctrinated students and one who simply belonged to an organization with unpopular views. He ruled:


… a teacher who consciously subscribes to any ideology that advocates the violent overthrow of our government and is prepared to carry it into effect when that seems possible, is utterly unfit to be entrusted with the education of our public school children. The dangers inherent in the continuance of such a teacher far outweigh all other considerations, and even otherwise perfect performance as a teacher cannot be invoked to preserve his tenure.



In 1952 the U.S. Senate Committee on Internal Security arrived in New York to investigate the TU. Bella Dodd testified that the union’s neighborhood activism was merely a “sinister conspiracy” used to dupe bleeding-heart teachers into joining the Communist Party. “I love Joe McCarthy,” she declared. Irving Adler invoked the Fifth Amendment regarding his Communist Party membership. He lost his job and went on to become a bestselling author of math and science books for children. (In 1956 he and his wife left the party in protest against the Soviet invasion of Hungary.) Many purged teachers led illustrious second careers. Alice Citron became the personal secretary to the writer and activist Shirley Graham Du Bois, the second wife of W. E. B. Du Bois. Citron arranged for former TU member Abel Meeropol and his wife, Anne, to adopt the young sons of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the communists who were executed for treason in 1953. (Abel Meeropol was the lyricist who wrote “Strange Fruit,” the anti-lynching anthem sung by Billie Holiday.)

Not all teachers caught up in the witch hunts were actually communists. TU secretary Lucille Spence, the union’s highest-ranking African American, never joined the party. But after an informant claimed Spence was a member, the FBI shadowed her for nine years. The Senate committee grilled Spence on her summer 1936 visit to the Soviet Union to observe schools there. When asked if she believed communists—or Nazis—should be able to teach public school, she responded, “I think a school teacher should be judged by the teacher’s performance in the classroom, including a communist, a Negro, or Jew.”

The last New York City teacher purges took place in 1960. Just a few years later, the fear and jingoism of the McCarthy era lifted. Several purged teachers were rehired and given back pay. In 1967, in a case brought by faculty members at the State University of New York, the Supreme Court reversed its earlier ruling on the Feinberg Law, declaring it unconstitutional. Ten years later the New York City Board of Education restored the pensions of Irving Adler and other teachers who were victims of the witch hunts.

The Teachers Union, however, never recovered. In 1960 a new union called the United Federation of Teachers burst onto the scene, an alliance between the social democratic Teachers Guild and secondary school teachers, mostly men, who believed they deserved higher pay than their female elementary school counterparts. The UFT brokered a compromise by supporting a new kind of salary schedule, one that rewarded teachers not only for time on the job, but also for advanced degrees. This system would be gender neutral but would guarantee higher pay for many male high school teachers, who were more likely to have college and graduate degrees. The UFT promised to address day-to-day frustrations like teachers’ lack of lunch periods free from school duties. And it promised to jettison communist politics. The UFT’s new leaders, men like David Selden, George Altomare, and Al Shanker, were the sons of blue-collar union members and, compared to the leaders of the Teachers Union, advanced a far less idealized vision of the teaching profession. “High school teachers are assembly line workers, they’re piece workers,” Altomare told historian Daniel Perlstein, recalling the UFT’s early years. Since teachers worked with each individual student for only forty minutes per day, Altomare said, “You don’t know the kids [well enough] to get any job satisfaction.”

Though its political ideology was more moderate, the UFT embraced militant protest tactics, including strikes, which even the TU had considered off-limits for “professional” teachers. On November 7, 1960, the UFT led a one-day strike demanding higher teacher pay, collective bargaining, smaller class sizes, and lunch periods free from school duties. TU members crossed the picket lines and went to work. State law said the five thousand strikers could lose their jobs, but in reality, it was impossible to fire and replace 10 percent of the city’s teaching force. Though the strike was not immediately effective in winning concessions on pay and working conditions, teachers throughout the city were impressed by the UFT’s show of force, and in 1961 they voted overwhelmingly in favor of collective bargaining, with the UFT as sole bargaining agent. This meant that for the first time in American history, a major teachers union not only was an activist group, but was legally empowered to negotiate employment contracts on behalf of its members, across the table from administrators, the school board, and politicians. The next year, the UFT won a $995 annual raise for every teacher, then the largest in the city’s history, as well as a grievance process for teachers to dispute the decisions of their supervisors. The TU, now irrelevant, disbanded in 1964, and by 1967, 97 percent of New York City teachers belonged to the UFT.

Had anything been lost? In Harlem, Bed-Stuy, and across the United States, far-left politics often made a teacher more, not less, effective in low-income classrooms. It is difficult to imagine TU activists like Irving Adler, Alice Citron, or Lucille Spence comparing teaching poor children to assembly-line work. In 1978 Harlem minister David Licorish lamented the purges that had pushed communist teachers out of his neighborhood’s schools. Those teachers had been “much more dedicated to teaching black children the way out of the crucible of American life than the teachers we have now,” Licorish told historian Mark Naison. “When they left, Harlem became a worse place. They stayed after school with the children and gave them extra curricular attention to bring them up to level.… These people were dedicated to their craft.”

Though the number of teachers purged across the United States was small, witch hunts sent a powerful message to the teacher corps as a whole. Certain educators—those who lived outside the cultural and political mainstream—were not welcome in the classroom. The irony is that from racial integration to the culturally relevant curriculum to the need for higher academic expectations for poor students of color, many of the radical teachers’ ideals would become mainstream school reform priorities over the coming decades.


• Chapter Six •

“The Only Valid Passport from Poverty”

THE GREAT EXPECTATIONS OF GREAT SOCIETY TEACHERS

On May 17, 1954, a unanimous Supreme Court declared in its Brown v. Board of Education decision that de jure school segregation was unconstitutional. Though W. E. B. Du Bois was a lifelong defender of black schools led by black teachers, he was moved to elation by the symbolism of the event. “I have seen the impossible happen,” he wrote. The novelist Ralph Ellison declared, “Another battle of the Civil War has been won.”

It seemed the nine justices—all of them white men born during the nineteenth century—had overturned the very structure of American race relations. Brown v. Board of Education was nominally about the right of Linda Brown, the black daughter of missionaries, to attend a white Topeka elementary school just seven blocks from her family’s home. But attorney Thurgood Marshall and his colleagues at the NAACP had pursued a bold legal strategy. Instead of arguing that segregated black schools were unconstitutional because they were of lower quality than white schools—less well funded, with older textbooks and fewer athletic facilities—they argued that segregation itself should be outlawed, under the Fourteenth Amendment’s promise of equal protection under the law. In doing so they successfully challenged the fundamental Jim Crow legal principle of “separate but equal,” first established by the Court fifty-eight years earlier in Plessy v. Ferguson. Chief Justice Earl Warren’s Brown decision became one of the most quoted judicial opinions in American history:


Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a detrimental effect upon the colored children. The impact is greater when it has the sanction of the law, for the policy of separating the races is usually interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the Negro group.… We conclude that, in the field of public education, the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.



Though segregated schools were the norm all over the country, including in the North, the Brown ruling applied only to the seventeen southern, western, and border states, as well as to the District of Columbia, where explicit laws prevented white and black children from attending the same schools. (In the North, school segregation could be attributed mostly to the neighborhood demographics that resulted from discriminatory housing policy, as well as to school districts’ deliberate decisions to assign black children to predominantly black schools, even when they lived near white schools.) Forty percent of the nation’s public school students, some 10.7 million children, would be affected by the ruling. But what about teachers? Even before Brown there had been concern in the black community that merging black and white schools could decimate the black middle class, which depended on jobs in segregated schools. Writing in The Nation in 1953, the black sociologist Oliver Cox wondered if Negro teachers would become “martyrs to integration … Freedom to work is at least as sacred as the right to non-discrimination in education.” Any school desegregation program, Cox argued, must contain strong protections for black workers.

The text of the Brown decision mentioned teachers only once, noting that southern states had already taken steps to equalize teacher qualifications and pay across black and white schools. In fact, state legislators had done so with the hope of forestalling demands for integration. Now the court directed states to move with “deliberate speed” to integrate schools. But the justices did not define their terms, and in the absence of specific requirements white southerners turned to nakedly racist political tactics, collectively referred to as “massive resistance,” that fought desegregation in large part by attacking veteran black educators. Half the southern states passed laws revoking the teaching license of anyone who joined an organization that supported school integration, including the NAACP. In 1955 Alabama, Florida, Tennessee, South Carolina, North Carolina, Kentucky, and Virginia all repealed teacher tenure, with the goal of more easily terminating black teachers in the event that they began to compete with whites for jobs in newly integrated schools. Four southern states even modified their constitutions to abolish the right to a public education. In the wake of Brown, many white southern legislators behaved as if an integrated public school system would be worse than having no public school system at all.

A few prominent black southerners, themselves proud alumni of segregated schools, sized up white resistance to integration and concluded it wasn’t worth the trouble. When asked about Brown v. Board in 1958, Anna Julia Cooper, the trailblazing feminist teacher in Washington, D.C., told a newspaper reporter, “I’m against it.” She was one hundred years old, old enough to know, she said, that in black schools led by black educators, children were more likely to “take pride in themselves and the achievements” of their race. The sixty-four-year-old writer Zora Neale Hurston, who grew up in segregated central Florida, agreed. In a 1955 letter to the Orlando Sentinel, she worried that committed black teachers and administrators would lose their jobs as all-black schools were shuttered and their students dispersed. “The whole matter revolves around the self-respect of my people,” Hurston wrote. “How much satisfaction can I get from a court order for somebody to associate with me who does not wish me near them?”

In the mid-1950s and early 1960s, desegregation was moving so slowly that no one could say for sure how Brown might ultimately affect the education of black children, or the employment of black teachers. A decade after the ruling, over 90 percent of southern black students still attended all-black schools. Of the 333,000 black children who had been integrated, 80 percent lived in border states, not in Deep South strongholds of massive resistance. In Mississippi, not a single black child had been allowed to enroll in a white school. Why? Except in a few high-profile cases, such as President Eisenhower’s use of federal troops to integrate Little Rock Central High School, neither the courts nor the executive branch stepped in when white schools turned away black students, when local banks denied credit to black parents who petitioned for their children to attend white schools, or when employers fired those black parents in retaliation.

All that changed in 1964. President Johnson’s enormous popularity in the wake of the Kennedy assassination, as well as his peerless legislative maneuvering, allowed him to establish an unprecedented role for the federal government in local public education. Previous efforts to expand Washington’s influence over local schools had brought limited results. The launch of the Soviet Union’s Sputnik satellite in 1957 prompted Congress to pass the National Defense Education Act (NDEA), which provided several hundred million dollars to prepare high-achieving students for careers in the sciences, math, engineering, and foreign languages. The law did not address educational inequalities driven by race and class. John F. Kennedy ran for president in 1960 promising to pass a comprehensive federal education aid package, a liberal dream dating back to Reconstruction. But Kennedy’s efforts were stymied when fights broke out on Capitol Hill between lobbyists representing Catholic bishops, who wanted funding for parochial schools, and those representing teachers unions, who opposed aid to religious schools and prioritized higher pay for teachers. Then, during the frustrated decade after Brown, desegregation was the law, but not the reality.

When Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Department of Justice could finally sue schools that resisted or delayed integration. The following year, the Voting Rights Act allowed many southern black parents to register to vote for the first time. That meant black citizens could threaten to unseat politicians and school board members who opposed integration. By 1972, less than 10 percent of black students in the South attended an all-black school. Though true school integration would prove relatively fleeting in many neighborhoods, it had, at least temporarily, been achieved.

The most lasting Great Society change for the nation’s schools came through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the precursor to the Bush-era No Child Left Behind. The 1965 law, initially funded at the massive level of $1.2 billion per year, united the Left and center around a new role for Washington as a standard setter for state education agencies and local schools. While the NDEA had targeted funding toward the best and brightest students, ESEA was all about “compensatory education” for the 19 percent of low-income public school students falling behind in poor, largely black and Hispanic schools. Federal aid would now be offered or withheld depending on whether local policy makers followed national directives, such as supplying low-income schools with up-to-date textbooks, establishing school libraries, and pulling at-risk students out of class for supplemental tutoring. States that offered their low-income students more state-level funding would be rewarded with more money from the federal government. Johnson portrayed this expansion of the federal bureaucracy in stirring, soaring rhetoric. He signed ESEA in his hometown of Johnson City, Texas, with his own elementary school teacher at his side. “By passing this bill, we bridge the gap between helplessness and hope for more than 5 million educationally deprived children,” he said. “And we rekindle the revolution—the revolution of the spirit against the tyranny of ignorance. As a son of a tenant farmer, I know that education is the only valid passport from poverty. As a former teacher—and, I hope, a future one—I have great expectations of what this law will mean for all of our young people.” Those sky-high expectations placed on educators—as revolutionary foot soldiers in the War on Poverty—are still with us today.

To illustrate the transformative power of education, the president wove a careful political mythology around his own nine months working as a teacher in a low-income public elementary school. As a twenty-year-old college dropout in 1928, Johnson followed a girlfriend to south Texas, where the couple planned to earn a little money by teaching school. Johnson found work in the dusty cattle village of Cotulla, home to three thousand residents. He had attended subpar schools in central Texas Hill Country, but he was appalled by the even worse conditions at the segregated Welhausen School, where he taught the children of Mexican American laborers. The school had no extracurricular activities, no lunchtime, and no athletic equipment. The students and their parents struggled with basic English and lived in homes without indoor plumbing or electricity. Johnson wrote to his mother to ask her to send 250 tubes of toothpaste. Because he was male, he was quickly appointed principal. He instituted an “English only” rule on school grounds, founded a debate team that competed against nearby schools, assigned classic poems for students to recite from memory, and required teachers to stay after school to tutor children who needed extra help. His students would remember him as a strict disciplinarian who spanked children who spoke Spanish or talked back to their teachers. But by most reports, Johnson was an inspiring educator nonetheless. He began each school day by telling the story of “the little baby in the cradle”—a poor Mexican American child who sometimes grew up to be a teacher, sometimes a doctor, and sometimes even the president of the United States.

Johnson has been accused, in the words of historian Irwin Unger, of viewing education as “a magic cure for social failure and economic inequality.” But Johnson’s political messages about the children he knew in Cotulla were in fact quite complex. Rather than paint schools and teachers as saviors who could overcome the challenges of poverty (to borrow the phrasing of so many contemporary school reformers), Johnson described his teaching years with considerable humility. He recalled students who came to school hungry and who wordlessly understood that they were despised by whites for their brown skin and foreignness. In a March 1965 speech to Congress on “the American promise,” he portrayed himself as a young teacher walking home from work exhausted and lost in thought, simply “wishing there was more I could do”:


But all I knew was to teach them the little that I knew, hoping that it might help them against the hardships that lay ahead. Somehow you never forget what poverty and hatred can do when you see its scars on the hopeful face of a young child. I never thought then, in 1928, that I would be standing here in 1965. It never even occurred to me in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help the sons and daughters of those students and to help people like them all over this country.



As a mere classroom teacher, Johnson implied, he could not fully address the social challenges his students faced. To do more for them he would need to advance not only an education program, but also a broad agenda to negate the disadvantages of poverty and racism. There would be expanded access to food stamps, affordable housing, and afterschool and summer programs. There would be a federally funded preschool program for the poorest children, called Head Start. Johnson framed this agenda in nearly religious terms. “I want to be the president who helped to end hatred among his fellow men and who promoted love among the people of all races and all regions and all parties,” he told Congress. “I want to be the president who helped to end war among the brothers of this earth.” While there remains a consensus that income and educational opportunity are deeply linked, never again would a national school reform agenda be accompanied by so aggressive an antipoverty push.

Yet Great Society education programs were often badly implemented, with results that were difficult to quantify. A 1971 report to the federal government on ESEA-funded summer programs in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a poor Brooklyn neighborhood, illustrates the problem. The evaluation found that a 510-child preschool program was “significantly effective.” The children were immunized and received medical, dental, and eye exams. In the classroom, they reviewed letters and numbers, learned table manners, and made flowerpots out of juice cans. But another program, for disabled children, met in dirty classrooms. Tests that were supposed to diagnose the students’ academic needs were never delivered, and many teachers were chronically absent. In an African American culture program, the dance teacher claimed it was too hot to dance, and she let the children hang out while she played one record of African music over and over again. A teacher in a program on Hispanic culture seemed to know little about Latin America except that Christopher Columbus had once landed on Puerto Rico. Test scores showed that a few of these programs increased children’s reading comprehension and spelling skills, but the results were generally uneven, and some programs were not assessed at all.

Anecdotes like these quickly led to political hostility to Johnson’s broad—and expensive—conception of school improvement. In the short term, however, the president’s policy incentives worked very effectively to advance at least one of his education priorities: the integration of southern public school students. In September 1966 white administrators across the South reviewed Johnson administration regulations and reluctantly concluded that they would miss the chance for federal funding, or get sued, if they did not integrate schools. In Tuscaloosa, Alabama, the school board began cautiously, not by reassigning students, but by transferring two black teachers to white schools. White parents panicked. Dozens of them flooded a school board meeting, where superintendent W. W. Elliott told them that although integration “upset our stomach,” the district had no choice given Washington’s insistence. Alabama governor George Wallace—the man who had bellowed, “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever!”—disagreed. He announced he would use police power to remove black teachers from white public schools. The threat of violence worked, at least temporarily; the two black teachers were too scared to return to work. But by 1970, even white supremacists like Wallace begrudgingly accepted at least token school desegregation in exchange for significant federal education funding.

In schools where integration was implemented thoughtfully, teachers of both races described a new sort of idealism about the power of education. At West Charlotte High School in North Carolina, black and white teachers attended workshops to learn from each other’s experiences. “We got bonded,” remembered Eunice Pharr, a black teacher at the school. “As the students came in, I noticed the faculty helped the students to bond. I get chills just thinking about the situation. It was so exciting to me.” At newly integrated Woodlawn High in Birmingham, Alabama, teacher Cleopatra Goree, who was black, styled herself after Angela Davis, wearing an Afro and a fringed leather vest. She created a history curriculum built around the African American experience, with lessons on the Middle Passage, black soldiers during the Revolutionary War, and Reconstruction and the birth of the Ku Klux Klan. Both her black and white students enjoyed it, she thought—even though the parents of a few of her white students actually belonged to the Klan. “I learned to love the students,” Goree said, the white ones too. “I learned them just like I did my black students, and we became endeared to each other.”

Desegregation could improve schools surprisingly quickly. In the 1960s, the all-black First Ward Elementary School in Charlotte had a playground littered with glass shards and an outdated library. When white children began to attend the school in 1970, political pressure to improve the school increased. The school board soon renovated the playground, built a fence to keep children from running into the street, and purchased new classroom supplies. A PTA made up of both black and white parents established curricular partnerships with a local science museum and an African American cultural center.

But all too often, school desegregation was accompanied by a number of the troubling complications predicted by Brown’s black critics. Where integration led to staff redundancies and school closings, black schools were disproportionately closed and black teachers were disproportionately dismissed or demoted, regardless of their seniority, qualifications, or success in the classroom. Across the South, there was a sense, especially among whites, that black teachers were acceptable only for black children. Many white parents assumed black teachers were less qualified than white teachers, though black and white teachers held college degrees at nearly equal rates. And fears of miscegenation may have made white parents anxious about sending their teenage daughters to schools in which young black men worked.

White school boards used a number of strategies to obscure the role racism played in decisions to terminate black educators. During the integration process, black teachers were more likely than white teachers to be reassigned to subjects or grade levels in which they did not have expertise; then they were given poor evaluations and fired for incompetence. New black teachers were also being hired at a slower rate than new white teachers. Many southern school districts began to require teacher candidates to take a controversial standardized test, the National Teacher Examination, known for producing higher scores among whites. By the 1960s, both the AFT and the NEA supported integration and, from their Washington headquarters, decried racially motivated dismissals. But the post-Brown merging of black and white union affiliates in most states meant black teachers no longer had dedicated organizations to turn to with grievances. The federal Department of Health, Education, and Welfare estimated that between 1954 and 1971, the nation lost 31,584 black teaching positions and 2,235 black principalships, even as the total number of jobs in public education grew.

For black teachers, a transfer to an integrated school was considered a vote of confidence; for white teachers, it was considered a demotion. Willie Mae Crews taught English at Hayes High School in Birmingham, once known as the “Little University” for the city’s black community. In 1970 Crews, who was black, joined the Hayes integration committee and was dismayed by the white students—mostly those with disciplinary problems—and white teachers the city Board of Education assigned to the school. Some of the new white faculty members assumed they would have to lower their academic standards to teach poor black children—pretty ironic, Hayes thought, since it appeared to her that black teachers, many of them with graduate degrees and few options for employment outside of education, had been teaching at a higher level than their white counterparts who had attended only low-quality normal schools.

Meanwhile, administrators handpicked guidance counselor Helen Heath, also black, to leave Hayes and desegregate a middle-class white school in Birmingham, Glenn High. Heath recalled that the white principal at Glenn was racist. He encouraged white students to avoid Heath and visit the white counselor instead. But she valued the opportunity to help high-performing black students in a newly integrated setting realize that they, too, were “college material.” It is impossible to know what role merit played in reassigning Heath and other competent black educators away from historically black schools, since the process was so corrupted by obvious discrimination. But Heath believed historically black schools like Hayes had been “stripped of their excellent teachers, and they were substituted by unprepared white teachers.” Education researcher Clifton Claye observed in 1970 that “senile” white teachers were being assigned en masse to formerly black schools.

Several surveys of southern teachers during desegregation revealed that whites often expected little of their black students. White teachers were more likely than black teachers to report discipline problems with black children, and white teachers complained that black parents had “different values”—that they were less supportive of education or of good behavior generally. In 1965, thirteen-year-old Gloria Register integrated the formerly all-white Guy B. Phillips Junior High School in Chapel Hill, North Carolina. She and other black students were told by white teachers to wash their faces and brush their teeth each morning. “It’s not as though we were monkeys from the zoo,” she remembered, “but that is how we were treated. And I was angry.”

The mainstream social science of the day may have buttressed such attitudes among white educators. In his 1965 essay “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action,” Assistant Secretary of Labor and future New York senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan warned that “the tangle of pathology is tightening” over the black community, with increasing numbers of children born out of wedlock and raised in segregated neighborhoods far removed from the social norms of middle-class white America. Black children with absentee fathers, he wrote, demonstrated low scores on IQ tests, not because they were genetically inferior, but because they had less parental stability and support. The following year, sociologist James Coleman submitted to Congress his report on “Equality of Educational Opportunity,” which attributed about two-thirds of the academic achievement gap between black and white children to family poverty and segregation. The two reports dovetailed in their suggestion that parents and neighborhoods were far more influential on children than teachers and schools. But they did not claim that education did not matter. The Coleman Report, in particular, continues to be misconstrued by both its supporters and its critics, who take it to assert that teachers are helpless in the face of poverty. What Coleman’s research really revealed was that compared to white students, the average black child was enrolled in a poorly funded school with less qualified teachers and fewer science and foreign language classes. Those black students who attended integrated, well-resourced schools, however, tended to earn higher test scores than black students in segregated schools, and reported feeling a greater sense of control over their lives. “Just as a loaf of bread means more to a starving man than to a sated one,” Coleman wrote, “so one very fine textbook or, better, one very able teacher, may mean far more to a deprived child than to one who already has several of both.” Coleman’s message was that although family income might be the biggest factor in student achievement, teachers and schools also mattered, especially for poor kids. Yet by calling attention to disparities like the relative lack of books in black homes—and by ignoring identical deficiencies among poor whites—the Moynihan and Coleman reports may have led some teachers to conclude there was little they could do in the classroom to help black students succeed. As research would begin to show definitively by the end of the decade, such low expectations for children could be self-fulfilling.

But prejudice and low expectations were not the only explanations for why too many schools failed to effectively educate black and low-income children. Many teachers lacked relevant experience or training in working with poor students of any race, and too many of them were ignorant of the strategies developed by African American educators, ever since the Civil War, to reach a student population simultaneously fighting racism, poverty, and political disempowerment. The education theorists Lisa Delpit and Gloria Ladson-Billings have articulated some of the tactics black teachers (like Charlotte Forten and Anna Julia Cooper) used throughout history to successfully educate black students. Strict discipline was employed less as a means of control and more as a way of demonstrating love for the child: I help you understand the consequences of your actions, teachers tell their students, because I am personally invested in your success. Effective black teachers sought close ties to their students’ parents, often socializing with them outside school and engaging them in conversations about their children’s education. Black teachers introduced black children to heroic figures from African American history, to build racial pride. And because many poor black children did not speak standard English at home, their teachers spent extra time on phonics and vocabulary building.

As early as 1965, the Johnson administration acknowledged the growing problem of black students, especially in the South, being taught by too few black teachers. U.S. Commissioner of Education Francis Keppel worried that without black role models at school, black children would be forced to face the upheavals of school integration alone. “We must not deceive ourselves that the exclusion of Negro teachers is not noticed by children,” he said. Even President Johnson, in a speech to the National Education Association, said he was concerned about dismissals. Yet neither the executive branch nor the courts held school districts accountable for more than token faculty integration. In 1965, after the New York City school board hired five hundred southern black teachers displaced by integration, NAACP lawyer Jack Greenberg wrote a letter to The New York Times complaining that it wasn’t enough. Policy makers must protect black teaching jobs in the South, he wrote, since black educators held a “uniquely important place in Southern society.” The Health, Education, and Welfare Department “has, with reluctance, adopted the formal position that teacher integration is necessary … We have, however, seen no enforcement from the department.” Indeed, the following year the embattled Tuscaloosa school board received a letter from HEW suggesting that in a majority-white school, one black teacher would suffice.

This painful episode in American education history has generally gone unacknowledged by today’s accountability reformers, as they pursue policies, such as neighborhood school closings and school “reconstitutions” as charter or magnet schools, that lead disproportionately to the loss of teaching jobs held by African Americans. According to a federal lawsuit filed by the Chicago Teachers Union, 40 percent of the city’s teachers were black in 2000, but only 30 percent were black in 2010. When the district reconstituted ten schools in 2012, 51 percent of the teachers dismissed were black, although black teachers make up only 28 percent of teachers citywide. In New Orleans between 2007 and 2009, the proportion of black teachers fell from 73 percent to 57 percent, a net loss of a hundred jobs, as fast-track teacher training programs with comparitively low minority representation expanded their presence in the city’s schools. Unlike in the past, today’s layoffs are less a function of explicit racial animus than an outgrowth of the fact that black teachers are more likely to work in underperforming, segregated black schools targeted for closure or layoffs. And like other baby boomer teachers, they are beginning to retire in large numbers. But these figures are worrisome all the same, given a half century of research demonstrating that teachers of color are more likely to hold high expectations for students of color and are more likely to work in high-poverty schools over the long term—and both factors are correlated with higher student achievement and college-going rates among students of color. Competitive programs that offer alternative pathways into the teaching profession, like Teach for America, have made a concerted effort to recruit nonwhite teachers, and have had considerable success in attracting them—more success, in many cases, than traditional teachers colleges. Yet overall the number of teachers of color nationwide has not grown in many years, and has declined in many high-poverty, minority-majority cities that have been undergoing massive school turnaround efforts. Only about 17 percent of American teachers are nonwhite, compared to 40 percent of American public school students.

Even as President Johnson declined to take regulatory steps to protect veteran black teachers, he aggressively pursued a strategy personally familiar to him from his year in Cotulla, Texas, and one that has been resurrected today by the growing organization Teach for America: recruiting elite young college students to teach for a short time in poor children’s classrooms. One of Johnson’s favorite Great Society programs, for which he mustered considerable political energy to pass through Congress and then reauthorize, was the National Teacher Corps, established in 1965 as part of the Higher Education Act. It was based in part on a program founded two years earlier by a Washington, D.C., schoolteacher named Joan Wofford.

In 1962 Wofford, a graduate of Bryn Mawr and Yale, was teaching at Newton High School in the Boston suburbs, one of the nation’s most affluent and progressive public schools. Inspired by President Kennedy’s call to public service, she became determined to find work in an inner-city neighborhood. When her husband won a judicial clerkship, the young couple moved to Washington, D.C., and Wofford was hired as the second-ever white teacher at Cardozo High School, in the working-class black neighborhood of Columbia Heights. The school’s principal, Bennetta Washington, was married to the city’s future mayor, Walter Washington, and was a politically connected reformer willing to take a chance on a young white woman.

At Cardozo, Wofford taught honors English, and she adored her students. But she was horrified by the pedagogical and disciplinary practices she witnessed at the school. An assistant principal spent most of his day running through the hallways, prodding boys to take off their hats. When Wofford sat down with a math teacher to select photos of classroom scenes for the yearbook, the math teacher refused to consider one in which students had exploded with great energy, every hand up in the air. “There was this idea of ‘keep the lid on, be well behaved,’ ” Wofford told me. “That was not my thing. I wanted enthusiasm, excitement! I wanted people turned on, not sitting with their hands folded.”

Wofford admits that at the time she was arrogant, even “blind.” When she studied organizational development later in her career, she realized that if you want to change an institutional culture, you can’t ignore the managers and employees who are enforcing the rules—you have to cooperate with them and get their feedback. If she had done so at Cardozo, she might have heard that for generations, strict discipline had been considered a hallmark of high-quality teaching in the black community, in order to prepare children for a prejudiced world in which they would rarely enjoy the benefit of the doubt. Yet Wofford’s brashness effectively shifted the national debate about public school teaching.

National surveys showed that half of all teachers working in low-income schools hoped to transfer to middle-class settings. What if, Wofford wondered, inner-city teaching could become a coveted, glamorous job, even for the most privileged young adults? This idea had come to Wofford as she read a letter from her brother-in-law Harris Wofford, a Kennedy adviser who was then working for the Peace Corps in Africa. Many Peace Corps members were assigned to teach in African schools and had developed a passion for the work, Harris wrote. Yet they wouldn’t be able to continue teaching when they returned to the States, because they had not studied at education schools or earned teacher certifications, as state laws required.

Wofford rushed to write back to her brother-in-law. On lightweight blue airmail paper she sketched a plan for how much good Peace Corps veterans could do at schools like Cardozo. She never mailed the letter, which became, instead, a program proposal. She envisioned a special group of young teachers recruited from the Peace Corps or competitive colleges. They would be mentored by “master teachers”—people like Wofford, who also came from elite backgrounds but had already demonstrated success in the classroom. In their first year at Cardozo, the “intern” teachers would lead only two lessons per day. They would spend the rest of their time observing the master teacher, observing one another, and sharing feedback with colleagues within the program. After school, interns would take a class in urban sociology to learn about the challenges poor children faced, and they would work to develop new, culturally relevant curriculum materials that would renew children’s excitement about learning. Through a partnership with Howard University, the recruits would earn a master’s degree in teaching, thus circumventing the traditional role of education schools and their “Mickey Mouse courses,” in Wofford’s words. This vision echoed that of former Harvard president James Bryant Conant, who published the widely discussed The Education of American Teachers that same year, 1963. Conant warned that the nation’s growing ranks of high school dropouts would become “social dynamite,” unemployed and prone to crime. He saw higher-quality teaching as the best way to keep low-income kids in school, and he called for deemphasizing undergraduate education courses for future teachers in favor of classes in the liberal arts coupled with “practice teaching” in real classrooms.

Harris Wofford helped his sister-in-law arrange a meeting with Sargent Shriver, the Kennedy cousin and founder of the Peace Corps. Shriver signed on as a behind-the-scenes supporter of the idea. Within a few months, Bobby Kennedy invited Wofford to his office. He handed over a check from the President’s Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and Youth Crime, and the Cardozo Project in Urban Teaching launched in the fall of 1963, with ten intern teachers. The media loved the idea. The Washington Post women’s section profiled “Michigan farm-bred” Judith Crindler, a Peace Corps veteran teaching ninth-grade English at Cardozo. She had assigned her students Antigone and Thoreau as part of a unit on civil disobedience. A reporter from The New Yorker shadowed Wofford and her team for two weeks. “As a youngster, I was sort of the toast of the town,” Wofford remembered with a self-effacing laugh. “We got so much good publicity, I even had white parents saying, ‘Can we send our kids to Cardozo?’ ”

But right away, resentments bubbled up between interns and veteran teachers, who had few opportunities for formal interaction. The Cardozo Project received federal funding, which meant the interns had their own mimeograph machine and other school supplies veterans often lacked. Interns were young, inexperienced, and mostly white, while Cardozo’s veterans were generally middle-aged and black. Some of the biggest clashes were over the curriculum. In the Peace Corps, Roberta Kaplan had taught African American literature at a private school in Sierra Leone. But when she tried to bring some of the same material to Cardozo, including Black Boy, Invisible Man, and the poems of Langston Hughes, she heard pushback from long-standing members of the English department, who saw a young white teacher assigning black students a second-rate reading list—these works were not yet highly regarded. “They wanted to make sure the kids were exposed to the same classic literature white kids were,” Kaplan told me, works like My Antonia, Willa Cather’s novel about white pioneers in Nebraska. “Even To Kill a Mockingbird was not considered a classic then!”

Wofford left the program after two years, frustrated that the school district banned her from teaching while she was pregnant—a common practice across the country, soon after abolished. But her work had taken root: In 1965, Senate Democrats Ted Kennedy and Gaylord Nelson began drafting legislation based on replicating the Cardozo Project and another similar effort, the Milwaukee Intern Program, nationally. They envisioned a National Teacher Corps that would give elite young people an opportunity to enter and then transform the teaching profession, without having to proceed through teachers colleges or education degrees, which were seen in the media and on Capitol Hill as intellectually stagnant. As the historian Bethany Rogers has noted, this vision of recruiting “better people” into teaching explicitly denigrated the wisdom of those teachers already working in high-poverty schools. The assumption was that the existing teachers, many of whom were older black women, could offer little insight into how to educate poor children.

In later years the Cardozo Project, then led by teacher and theorist Larry Cuban, made better use of the collective experience of Cardozo’s veteran teachers, hiring some of them as mentors to new interns. Jane David, a twenty-two-year-old white Oklahoman, began teaching at Cardozo in 1966. In those days, newspapers had separate sections for men’s and women’s job listings, and as an ambitious Antioch graduate, David had been frustrated by the menial “gal Friday” ads she saw. She figured she would try teaching, and though initially ambivalent about the job, David quickly fell in love with it. From her mentor, a veteran black teacher named Bess Howard, she learned to use “manipulatives” in her math lessons—physical objects, like blocks, that could help students grasp mathematical concepts. Equally powerful for David was earning Howard’s trust. The older woman told the younger one she was a natural in the classroom, which David attributed to having grown up with a college professor and professional dancer as parents. “Teaching is one part performance,” she told me, “and I had some performance genes in my blood. Unlike some newbies, I didn’t have any trouble with classroom control.”

One unusual aspect of the Cardozo Project and the Teacher Corps was the expectation that interns live in the neighborhoods in which they worked. In 1970 Larry Cuban explained the rationale:


[T]eachers [must] get out of their fortresses and into the neighborhoods. They must work with students in non-authoritarian settings. They must get to know people in the community. These things must be done, if for no other reason … than to improve the quality of instruction. Simply stated, effective teaching is intimately related to how well a teacher knows who his charges are and the nature of their surroundings. If he doesn’t, his perceptions will continue to be shaped by TV, newspaper, social science formulas, and fear—not by first-hand experience. And by experience I don’t mean bus tours through the slums, hurried walks up and down streets, or unannounced welfare-like visits. No instant urban sociology. I mean the tough business of getting to know people who live in the area. Let the community teach the teacher.



For middle-class white recruits like David, who lived just a few blocks from Cardozo High, the experience offered a powerful education in American inequality. The high school was perched on a hill, which offered students a breathtaking view of the U.S. Capitol Building, three miles south. David was shocked to learn most neighborhood kids had never been there—just as Jacob Riis, sixty years earlier, had lamented the Lower East Side ragamuffins who never visited Central Park.

The community where David lived taught the teacher in Technicolor on Friday, April 5, 1968, the day after Martin Luther King’s assassination. As grieving students and teachers anxiously gathered in Cardozo’s hallways, a voice called out: “Fourteenth Street is on fire!” It was the beginning of riots that engulfed the city for four days. Cardozo’s basketball coach offered David a ride home in his car. As he inched through the clogged intersections, rioters rocked the vehicle back and forth. David crouched on the floor and hid her face. “The coach was scared,” she recalled. “He didn’t want to be caught with this white chick in the car.… We were both praying no one saw me.” When school reopened the following week, David led her students in a discussion of what had taken place. “There was a moral dilemma, to loot or not to loot? Half the kids justified it. One said, ‘You know, it was the first time in my life I had a suit for Easter.’ And the other would argue, ‘No, it’s stealing.’ … It was just fascinating listening to them argue among themselves about what was right and wrong. And I thought there were strong arguments on both sides.”

Cardozo and Teacher Corps interns were also expected to participate in community service outside the classroom. Evaluations of Teacher Corps sites around the country showed that because teaching itself was so time-consuming, many interns ended up giving their community responsibilities short shrift. Some interns, however, took the community service element of the program quite seriously. Beverly Glenn, a black Cardozo Project recruit who had grown up middle-class in Baltimore, joined the Concerned Citizens of Central Cardozo, a group working to improve conditions inside housing projects. With a few other intern teachers, Glenn organized a summer program for preschool children living in one particularly blighted development, Clifton Terrace.

Glenn and her roommate, another intern teacher, even volunteered to take custody of a student who was being sexually abused by her stepfather. Glenn was just twenty-one years old at the time, four years older than her foster daughter. Those years at Cardozo were “emotionally exhausting and physically exhausting,” Glenn said. But despite her dramatic experiences outside school, what she valued most about the program was the pedagogical training she received. She would recall it often later in her career, as a teacher in Boston, a graduate student at Harvard, and then a nationally recognized education policy expert and dean of the School of Education at Howard University. “We had a lot of adventures in Teacher Corps, but mainly we learned how to teach,” Glenn said. “We learned a lot about child development and psychology, about curriculum development and what it means to write a lesson plan, about what it means to individualize for students and how you do evaluation to know what kids have learned.” Those practical matters were not always part of the curriculum at traditional teachers colleges, which tended to emphasize theory over practice, and—until recently—paid little attention to how to measure children’s learning outcomes.

In its first year, the National Teacher Corps office in Washington, D.C., selected all the recruits for Corps sites across the country. But in Congress, Representative Edith Green, a Democrat and former union teacher from Oregon, sought to subject the program to more local control. Like today’s critics of Teach for America, Green and the NEA believed shortcuts into the classroom were unfair to career teachers who had taken the time to earn education degrees, and that these kinds of programs would deprofessionalize teaching in the long term. She forged an alliance between labor-affiliated northerners and states’ rights southerners that resulted in legislation to revamp the program. By 1967 the National Teacher Corps was just the Teacher Corps, a tiny, decentralized program in which local sites had the power to hire interns and supervise their work. This change was remarkably successful in bringing more black, Hispanic, and Native American teachers into the classroom; during the Corps’ first three cycles, between 10 percent and 30 percent of interns came from minority groups, but in later years, more than half did. The requirements for community service and mentor-intern relationships remained, as did the partnerships between the Corps and local colleges, which provided recruits with afterschool academic courses. The New York Times editorial board nevertheless expressed disappointment that the federal government no longer fully controlled the program—particularly the quality and demographics of incoming interns, not to mention how they were trained. “Far from being a threat, the ‘outsider’ [teacher] tends to be a bearer of new ideas,” the Times board wrote. “There is nothing the urban and rural slum schools need more than escape from the inbred rigidity of local and state education systems.”

It is difficult to judge the Teacher Corps’ success in today’s terms; during the 1960s and 1970s, standardized achievement tests were not in wide use as measures of student learning or teacher effectiveness. Sociologist Ronald Corwin published the definitive evaluation of the program in 1973. Teacher Corps sites had hired three thousand interns who worked in twenty-seven states and Puerto Rico, including in cities like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles; in the rural Black Belt; and on Indian reservations. Fifty-five percent of recruits came from upper-middle-class homes, compared to only about a quarter of experienced teachers. Corwin found that recruits did bring the high expectations for students that reformers like Joan Wofford had hoped for. Corps interns were more likely than veteran teachers to believe poor students could graduate from high school, and less likely to indicate that “poor home backgrounds” prevented children from learning. Interns cited education as the most effective antipoverty tool, while veterans believed job training, a guaranteed income, and marketable skills were more valuable. The vast majority of Corps recruits did not become career teachers, but many did pursue jobs in educational administration or policy.

Teacher Corps interns reported that they helped poor children complete college applications and launched parent-teacher associations where none before existed. In the rural South, interns sometimes were the only white people black children had ever gotten to know or trust. Some program sites, however, went bust. Many Corps members disdained their coursework at the cooperating universities, which were less elite than the undergraduate colleges they had attended. In the South, angry parents accused several interns of teaching about evolution or communism, and in a few cases, interracial relationships among interns aroused local gossip and hostility. Some principals resented the presence of Teacher Corps teams at their schools and attempted to isolate them from the regular faculty. Overall, Corwin concluded, the program had failed in its goal of pressuring the educational establishment to embrace new pedagogical ideas and make it easier for high-status young people to enter teaching without traditional certification. This relatively small federal intervention had aroused widespread “status threat” within college education departments and among K–12 administrators and veteran teachers, many of whom felt disrespected by “hippie” Teacher Corps members. According to the National Education Association, which had always been skeptical of the Corps, “the greater the difference between interns and teachers in social attitudes or in status, the less change took place.”

Except for the hippie insinuation, much of the controversy regarding the Teacher Corps sounds a lot like the debate about today’s Teach for America, which was founded, like the Cardozo Project, by an idealist who sought to provide a shortcut into the profession. Teach for America’s mission is to help lead “an educational revolution” in America’s poor communities. President Johnson—who revered educators and understood their work perhaps better than any other president in the nation’s history—had much the same aim. His Great Society agenda, from the Teacher Corps to Title I to Head Start, did make a mark. Federal funds flowed like never before to high-poverty schools. Ambitious young people were encouraged to teach in low-income schools, via the missionary teacher model first promoted by Catharine Beecher.

But true to Anna Julia Cooper’s and Zora Neale Hurston’s warnings, the Johnson administration’s aggressive push toward school integration in the South often came at the expense of veteran black teachers. And due to the complicity of the courts and Department of Justice, de facto segregated schooling endured in most northern cities. By 1968 the limits of the Great Society education agenda were clear. Parents and activists who were committed to educational equality for poor children were disappointed and sometimes angry. The world of urban public education would soon explode in racial animus, much of it targeted toward teachers and their unions.


• Chapter Seven •

“We Both Got Militant”

UNION TEACHERS VERSUS BLACK POWER DURING THE ERA OF COMMUNITY CONTROL

Al Shanker is the bridge who links today’s teacher union politics, driven by promises of reform and accountability, to the democratic socialism of the early twentieth century, from which the modern teachers unions emerged. Shanker spoke no English on his first day of kindergarten in 1927. At home in Queens with his father, who sold newspapers from a pushcart, and his mother, a sweatshop seamstress, Yiddish was the tongue and labor politics—just as much as Judaism—the religion. His mother’s pay improved when she joined the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America; the union, Shanker later remembered, was practically a god to his family. He was hardly a passionate student, but he loved to read. As a teenager, he walked from Queens over the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge to buy copies of Commentary and Partisan Review from the newsstands outside the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue. He excelled on the debate team at Stuyvesant High School, and his father expected him to become a lawyer. Later, in college at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana, Shanker joined CORE—the Congress for Racial Equality—and chaired the Socialist Study Club. When socialist presidential candidate Norman Thomas visited campus in 1948, Shanker organized a huge rally, bigger than the ones for Harry Truman and Thomas Dewey.

Shanker graduated and returned to New York to enroll in Columbia’s PhD program in philosophy. There he studied with John Dewey and took copious notes for a dissertation. But he seemed to lack the discipline to simply sit down and write. Dejected and short on cash, he dropped out in 1952 at the age of twenty-four. It was the peak of the baby boom, and there was a shortage of public school teachers. A college graduate could quickly earn a New York City teaching credential by passing a written exam and speech test. After initially failing because of his working-class Jewish accent, Shanker practiced his diction—rehearsing the phrase “Look at the lovely yellow lilies”—and earned a certification. He began teaching, first in a Harlem elementary school and then at a junior high in Queens.

In Shanker’s mind, it turned out to be demeaning, infantilizing work—nothing like the career he had imagined for himself in academia. During his lunch break, Shanker had to patrol the schoolyard to break up snowball fights and trail students into a local A&P to prevent shoplifting. To take a sick day, a teacher needed a note from his doctor. Even worse, Shanker realized he didn’t know how to teach, and he hoped for some guidance. But when an administrator finally visited Shanker’s classroom, his only feedback was to complain that there were three pieces of paper on the floor. Faculty meetings could last more than three hours, during which principals would complain about broken clocks, noisy classrooms, and other matters that had little to do with instruction. The average teacher earned $66 per week, less than an experienced car washer.

So Shanker became an organizer with the Teachers Guild, the small anticommunist alternative to the old Teachers Union. He was a key player in the Guild’s transformation into the United Federation of Teachers, America’s largest teachers union, which claimed 28,000 members in its early years. The UFT was the standard-bearer of a new national movement organized around the rallying cry of “teacher power,” calling for collective bargaining, higher pay, and an end to “non-professional chores” like the ones Shanker had resented. By the mid-1970s, public school teaching became the most unionized profession in America, with 90 percent of teachers joining either the American Federation of Teachers or the National Education Association, and more than 70 percent working in districts whose unions gained collective bargaining rights, meaning union leaders could represent teachers’ interests and demands at the negotiating table with districts.*1 Between 1960 and 1980 there were over a thousand teacher strikes across the United States. Despite laws in many states that made strikes by public employees illegal, union leaders were increasingly willing to face jail time in the hopes of improving conditions similar to the ones Shanker had experienced. The aggressive organizing worked. Teachers with collective bargaining rights earned, on average, 10 percent more than their colleagues without collective bargaining. Teacher power could mean significant advantages for students, too. In New York City in 1962, UFT co-founder George Altomare’s high school economics classes had as many as fifty-two students each. The following year, after a disruptive 20,000-teacher strike, contract negotiations between the union and school board reduced the maximum high school class size to forty-nine, and soon the union pushed the number lower, to thirty-four.

Militant teacher unionists were inspired to protest and strike by the civil rights movement. In 1963 Shanker marched alongside Dr. King in Washington and from Selma to Montgomery. When Shanker was elected UFT president the following year, he committed the union to Freedom Summer. UFT members volunteered to teach in southern Freedom Schools to train civil rights activists, and the union provided buses to transport black voters to the polls. Sandra Feldman, a young UFT administrator and later on Shanker’s successor as president, was arrested for attempting to dine with an interracial group of CORE activists at a segregated Howard Johnson’s restaurant in Maryland. The UFT was considered a trusted ally within the civil rights movement.

Within several years, however, CORE and a litany of other civil rights groups would turn against the UFT and teacher unionism more broadly. Al Shanker, a leftist intellectual with working-class activist roots, was cast as a villain in the debate over educational equality, seen as a defender of teachers’ interests at the expense of poor children of color and their parents. That characterization of teachers unions remains politically potent today—although, as we shall see, it is not a wholly fair assessment. How did union teachers and inner-city parent activists, who agreed on issues like smaller class sizes, school integration, and more school funding, end up on different sides of the school reform debate in the late 1960s? And why did the rise of teacher power coincide with the decline of the public’s confidence in teachers and their unions?

In the late 1960s, unions gained unprecedented political influence over education just as the public—and especially black parents and activists—was growing increasingly cynical about schools. It was becoming clear that desegregation, which the national unions supported, would not be the cure-all for educational inequality that so many liberals had hoped for. The Coleman Report had demonstrated that racial achievement gaps remained stubbornly persistent even where desegregation was enforced most aggressively, in the former states of the Confederacy. In the North, meanwhile, most black and Hispanic communities were still waiting for integration to take root. White parent activists in cities like Boston and New York were organizing, sometimes violently and often successfully, to oppose school busing programs. And the courts were doing little to intervene in places where school segregation had been caused by housing patterns or even the discriminatory drawing of school district lines (as opposed to the legally mandated “dual systems” for white and black children that existed in the South). These northern forms of segregation, though deliberately created by white policy makers, were considered de facto, not de jure.

School segregation actually deepened in the North. In 1960, 40 percent of black and Puerto Rican children in New York City attended schools with no white children; by 1967 more than half did. Students in majority-white middle-class public schools scored two years ahead of grade level on achievement tests, while students in inner-city schools tended to be at least two years behind.

Worsening segregation led activists and researchers to shift their focus to teacher quality. Were teachers in segregated schools doing a good enough job at educating poor nonwhite children? Surveys had already shown that white teachers often held low opinions of their black students’ intellects, but the effect of those views on children’s learning had been unclear. Then in 1968 an academic paper appeared that became one of those touchstone studies, cited ad nauseam by the media, politicians, and activists for years to come. The paper was called “Pygmalion in the Classroom,” by Harvard professor Robert Rosenthal and elementary school principal Lenore Jacobson. Rosenthal and Jacobson told San Francisco public school teachers the names of several of their students who had performed well on the Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition and thus were expected to “bloom” academically. In fact, the Harvard test did not exist. Twenty percent of students, of varying IQ scores and races, were selected at random to belong to this “high expectations” group. At the end of the school year, those students demonstrated bigger gains on both IQ and achievement tests than did their peers in the same classrooms. The researchers concluded that teachers’ lower expectations had damned the control group students—a finding that had disturbing implications for children from groups that had been historically discriminated against, who teachers might assume could not learn at a high level. Now it seemed clear that when teachers held low expectations, student achievement was actually hindered.

In New York City in 1967, the UFT went on strike again, in part for the right to evict unruly students from the classroom. Newly unionized Chicago teachers had demanded that same right back in 1902, arguing that the majority of children could not learn when a few disrupted class. Sixty-five years later, critics saw a racially explosive subtext: White teachers—90 percent of the New York City workforce—seemed to be claiming the right to determine exactly which children of color were capable of learning. Rhody McCoy, a crusading black principal who emerged as a union nemesis, believed that if parents of color got involved in their children’s schools, they would be able to show teachers how to “set a tone so you didn’t have any such thing as ‘disruptive children.’ ” Luther Seabrook, another prominent black educator, had a more scarring critique of supposedly racist white teachers: “Even liberal educators view the Black child as a freak of nurture, if not of nature.… They speak of the Black child as ‘culturally deprived’; or, as their racism becomes more subtle, ‘culturally different.’ Despite these euphemisms, the child knows that he is being called ‘nigger.’ ”

These arguments penetrated the white mainstream. Bestselling books and hit movies about heroic educators, like Up the Down Staircase, To Sir with Love, and Death at an Early Age advanced the idea that most inner-city children were being denied energetic teaching and a challenging curriculum. African American culture, too, reflected a jaundiced view of urban schools and the teachers who worked within them. The black writer LeRoi Jones, a member of the Beat movement, grew up in Newark, New Jersey, the son of a social worker and postal worker. At the integrated Barringer High, Jones worked on the school newspaper, eventually earning a scholarship to Howard University. In his fiction, however, he focused not on the opportunities integration provided, but on the ways in which majority-white schools could alienate black children, both academically and psychologically. His autobiographical short story “Uncle Tom’s Cabin: Alternative Ending” features Mrs. Orbach, a bigoted spinster white teacher who resents and discourages the efforts of her brightest student, a black boy named Eddie McGhee. Finally the child’s loving college-educated mother visits the principal to complain. That sort of parent activism would become the hallmark of the community control movement, in which urban activist parents, some with ties to the Black Power movement, demanded greater say over who taught in their children’s schools, and how. Community control never coalesced around a single set of demands, but a few features defined the national movement. Activists wanted teachers who embraced a sort of Teacher Corps ideology—who would visit children at home, stay after school to offer extra help, and even live in the ghetto communities in which they worked. They believed parents and neighborhood school boards, not citywide boards or superintendents, should have control over budgeting and the hiring and firing of teachers at local schools. Many community control advocates, though not all, thought an Afrocentric curriculum would reengage black children in school and learning.

The two major organizational backers of community control, CORE and the Ford Foundation, made strange bedfellows. CORE was increasingly leftist, flirting with black separatism. The president of the Ford Foundation was McGeorge Bundy, the former White House national security advisor under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, and a key architect of the Vietnam War. Bundy was deeply influenced by Mario Fantini, the Ford Foundation’s program officer for education. Fantini’s scholarly work argued on behalf of multiculturalism in schools, such as lessons in African music and history. He convinced Bundy that if black parents and teachers worked together to set a more engaging Afrocentric curriculum for their children’s schools, the liberal integrationist dream of Brown v. Board of Education would become a reality; inner-city schools would improve so drastically that white parents would be eager to enroll their own children in them. In retrospect, this theory of change seems willfully naïve. There was no evidence at all that significant numbers of white parents were willing to send their children to Afrocentric schools. Yet in 1967 community control appealed to activists and politicians who were eager to move away from wars over whether to bus black children to white schools. New York City mayor John Lindsay, a progressive Republican, appointed Bundy to lead a city commission on improving schools. The resulting Bundy report argued for abolishing the city school board and turning over teacher hiring, tenure, firing, and matters of curriculum to between thirty and sixty neighborhood community boards partly elected by parents and partly appointed by the mayor.

This community control agenda was soon under consideration in Detroit, Newark, Washington, D.C., and other cities across the country. It aroused bitter opposition within teachers unions. Having just won collective bargaining rights, unions reacted harshly against the potential erosion of their power that could result from being forced to negotiate with dozens of locally controlled school boards instead of one central administration in each major city. Union leaders also feared the rise of an empowered grassroots Left, funded by deep-pocketed philanthropists like the Ford Foundation, which could impose an ideological litmus test—Afrocentrism—on teachers. Most fundamentally, unions resented the community control movement’s assertion that bad, racist teachers were to blame for poor children’s low academic achievement, and what would emerge as the movement’s frontal attack on the due process rights that made it difficult for principals to remove tenured teachers from classrooms.

There have always been tensions between teachers unions and other progressives committed to public education. Jane Addams thought Margaret Haley was wrong to resist tougher evaluations of teachers. President Johnson created the Teacher Corps over the objections of the National Education Association. But during the urban teacher strikes of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when unions opposed black and Hispanic community control in favor of job security for predominantly white teachers, the unions became downright villains not only to antilabor conservatives, but, for the first time, to large segments of the American Left as well.

In the push for community control, we see an antecedent to so many of today’s school reform battles. Just as the Ford Foundation in the late 1960s funded parent activists in Brooklyn who eventually took over their school district and tried to fire tenured teachers, today Bill Gates donates to “parent trigger” efforts in California and other states, in which school reformers go to low-income communities and help parents organize petition drives in favor of overhauling the management and staffing of their children’s schools, sometimes turning them into nonunionized charter schools.*2 Both then and now, reformers who describe themselves as progressives believe unions impede quality schools. Howard Kalodner, an NYU law professor and member of the Bundy commission, spoke for many in 1967 when he professed the desire “to destroy the professional educational bureaucracy. Seventy-five to 80 percent of the educators do not believe that black and Puerto Rican children can learn. You can’t have a professional educational system like that.” Today’s reformers have coined the term “the Blob” to refer to the same tangle of bureaucracies—teachers unions, school boards, and teacher education programs—that Kalodner denounced, and they too equate loyalty to these institutions with a belief that minority students do not have intellectual potential.

This vilification of union teachers misses a much more complex reality. Even as unions argued—often in a tone-deaf way—for job security protections that few parents could support, organized teachers were (and remain) potent advocates for many of the education policies that most benefit disadvantaged children, from tuition-free pre-K to better training for teachers. Regardless, as hopes for President Johnson’s vision of an integrated Great Society curdled in the late 1960s, the community control and Black Power movements loomed with a powerful critique of union teachers—a critique that was eagerly adopted by the liberal elite within philanthropy and government, and that remains salient today.

As Richard Kahlenberg points out in his indispensable biography of Al Shanker, Tough Liberal, the idea of community control of urban schools originated in Queens in 1964, among white opponents of school desegregation who believed parents should band together to prevent busing. Within two years, however, the Left adopted the concept. In 1966, twenty-five-year-old Stokely Carmichael, a proponent of black separatism, burst onto the national political stage when he defeated the moderate John Lewis to become head of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), the vanguard of the civil rights movement. Carmichael’s election represented the ascendance of Black Power. His lanky good looks and conservative outfits—slim-cut suits and ties—were paired with revolutionary politics inspired by his anticolonialist philosophical studies at Howard. Carmichael was deeply concerned with education policy. He had attended integrated public schools as a child, including New York’s elite Bronx High School of Science, but had come to believe that far too much time had been wasted on futile school integration efforts. In 1966 Carmichael delivered his most famous speech, in front of an audience of ten thousand largely white left-wing students at Berkeley. He talked about Vietnam and civil rights legislation, but also about public schools. “We cannot afford to be concerned with the 6 percent of black children in this country whom you allow to enter white schools,” he said. “We are going to be concerned with the 94 percent” who attend majority-black schools—which he believed should be staffed entirely by black teachers and principals. “We cannot have white people working in the black community—on psychological grounds.… [B]lack people must be in positions of power, doing and articulating for themselves.” The white crowd cheered. In front of black audiences, he was harsher. At a birthday party for Black Panther defense minister Huey Newton, Carmichael declared that black youth “are more intelligent than all those honkies on those school boards … We have to understand that until we control an educational system that will teach us how to change our community, there’s no need to send anybody to school.”

Martin Luther King called this philosophy “nihilistic” and said it made more sense to advocate for poor people overall, not just blacks. “In a multiracial society,” he wrote, “no group can make it alone.” But black separatism quickly gained momentum in inner cities, mostly because of broken promises about the integration of housing and schools. In Ocean Hill—Brownsville, an economically depressed neighborhood in central Brooklyn, the city had recently opened Junior High School 271. The low-slung redbrick and blue-tile building was like dozens of others constructed across New York City in the early and mid-1960s to accommodate a surging student population and, the Board of Education hoped, to stem the exodus of working-class white families from inner-city neighborhoods. That hadn’t worked. Over the previous decade, almost all of the remaining white families in Ocean Hill—Brownsville had fled, lured by cheap mortgages in the suburbs of Long Island and New Jersey. Apartments that had housed three- or four-person, mostly Jewish families were now packed with eight or ten people each, immigrants from Puerto Rico and black migrants from the South. Across nearby Rockaway Avenue, practically a highway, stood a number of massive public housing developments, clustered together, as the city was wont to do, in a neighborhood and school district already filled with poor residents, and with no grocery stores, movie theaters, or other basic amenities. JHS 271 and other nearby schools became 98 or 99 percent black and Hispanic.

Though life in Ocean Hill–Brownsville could be difficult, the neighborhood had a well-established community services sector, anchored by churches and social welfare organizations. After Brown v. Board of Education, these groups had hoped to address the problem of overcrowded, underperforming schools by busing children out of the neighborhood. Father John Powis, a white Catholic priest, helped arrange for seventeen hundred Ocean Hill–Brownsville elementary school students to enroll in majority-white schools in other Brooklyn neighborhoods. The aftermath, he said, was “very sad.” Neighborhoods and schools that received children of color rarely made the children feel welcome, nor were teachers in those schools prepared to work with students who were several years behind academically. Back in Ocean Hill–Brownsville, parents like Dolores Torres were dismayed by what they saw at their children’s schools. Teachers were essentially babysitting, Torres remembered. The curriculum included little writing. Parents pressed for a longer day and more help for their children, yet when the afternoon bell rang, Torres said, “Teachers were out of there before the kids were.… We felt we couldn’t put up with it anymore.” Even the United Federation of Teachers agreed that neighborhood students were not being taught well. In 1967 the union assigned one of its most effective organizers, Sandy Feldman, to work with teachers in the area. “You’d walk in, and the kids were out of control,” she said. “The hallways were wild. They were dirty.” Teachers seemed to react to the poor conditions by closing themselves off in their individual classrooms.

Powis, Torres, and other Ocean Hill–Brownsville activists began to wonder if the solution to these malfunctioning schools was not to bus children to hostile neighborhoods, but to do what Stokely Carmichael had suggested: cut white bureaucracies entirely out of the equation when it came to determining what happened to poor students of color. If parents in affluent suburban New York towns like Chappaqua or Scarsdale could directly elect school boards to set policy for just a few thousand students, why couldn’t parents in teeming Ocean Hill–Brownsville, with nine thousand children?

The union’s solution was different: It believed the neighborhood should be part of a program called More Effective Schools, which the UFT had designed and convinced the city to adopt. The MES program provided select schools in poor neighborhoods with extra funding for smaller classes, pre-K, and more support staff, such as social workers and reading specialists. The directors of the program, like many progressive educators, also aimed to end tracking by training teachers in how to work with “heterogeneous groups”—classrooms in which students had diverse family backgrounds and academic ability. (Today this strategy is often called “differentiation.” It is a lot easier to do with smaller class sizes.)

But the MES program wasn’t given a chance in the neighborhood. In the spring of 1967 New York City mayor John Lindsay granted community control to Ocean Hill–Brownsville and two other majority-black and Hispanic neighborhoods, Harlem and the Lower East Side. Even though More Effective Schools and community control were in no way contradictory to one another and could have been implemented simultaneously, the city denied the three “demonstration” districts MES funding, saying that if community control were to prove itself an effective school governance strategy, it would need to do so operating under regular budgetary constraints. Barbara Carter, a journalist who published an early book about the Ocean Hill–Brownsville upheaval, wrote that in keeping the districts out of the MES program, “school officials deprived the community of one of the few points … around which teachers and parents, growing ever further apart, might have rallied.” This was even more tragic considering the MES program’s impressive track record. Over a year, students enrolled at MES schools gained 2.5 to 4.5 months more in their reading comprehension than did peers who did not participate in the program. Test scores went up in math, speech, and oral communication.

Yet at the city level, support for community control didn’t have much to do with teaching and learning. It was about money, political alliances, and power. Mayor Lindsay, who had presidential ambitions, was eager to avoid busing controversies and to ally with black civil rights leaders, who were abandoning the Brown v. Board of Educaton consensus. The nation’s most prominent civil rights organizations—the NAACP and Urban League in the former integrationist camp, and SNCC and CORE on the Black Power Left—supported community control. Lastly, the language of school decentralization anticipated a shifting tone in national politics. When Richard Nixon took office in 1969, he proposed a “New Federalism,” turning policy-making power over to state and municipal governments where possible.

Under the initial experiment in community control, voters in each of the three demonstration districts won the right to elect a neighborhood school board, which was established with funding from the Ford Foundation and organizational assistance from CORE. In Ocean Hill–Brownsville, the board selected Rhody McCoy, the critic of the union’s positions on student discipline, to oversee the entire project. He was a forty-six-year-old black principal with experience in the city’s “600 schools,” which served children with social and emotional problems. As a young teacher he had experienced trouble, like many black candidates, in passing exams to become an administrator and join the white-dominated principals union. So he came to the community control experiment with long-standing frustration toward union-negotiated work rules. He spoke movingly about what black and Hispanic families could contribute to their own children’s education. “It was a joy to go to board meetings” when parents were in charge, he recalled in 1988. “It was always on a positive note: How do we help the youngsters?… We were able to get an enthusiasm. The entire community came together around the schools.”

McCoy had close ties to the city’s activist Left, despite his seemingly moderate lifestyle as a father of eight in suburban Long Island. He hired Herman Ferguson, a Black Panther and former assistant principal in Queens, as a paid educational consultant, even though Ferguson had recently been charged with conspiring to murder Roy Wilkins of the NAACP and Whitney Young of the Urban League, supposedly in retaliation for their moderate “Uncle Tom” politics. At a February 1968 memorial rally for Malcolm X, held at a Harlem public school, Ferguson delivered a frightening speech. He likened American inner cities to the battlefields of Vietnam, advising the crowd of adults and teenagers, “To die takes only a split second, and you don’t feel anything. But if you can’t do anything at all, take someone with you. Make yourselves gun fanciers. Get a gun and keep it out of sight. Use it at the appropriate time.”*3 In the audience that day was Les Campbell, a tall, dashiki-clad black teacher in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, who taught history from an Afrocentric perspective. Campbell had defied his supervisors by bringing middle school students to the rally, and within a few weeks, lost his job.

He wasn’t out of work for long. On Ferguson’s recommendation, McCoy hired Campbell to work in Ocean Hill—Brownsville. Campbell became a charismatic and infamous presence at JHS 271, where some of his most committed Black Studies pupils began rejecting their “slave names” and referring to themselves with new names borrowed from black Muslim cultures. (Theresa Jordan, for example, became Karima Jordan, a name she used into adulthood.) Campbell’s politics were so extreme that even some black parents in the neighborhood were uncomfortable with his teaching. One of them was Elaine Rooke, the school’s PTA president and a harsh critic of the UFT. She told her son to avoid Campbell, whom she considered a troublemaker. Not every community control supporter was a separatist radical, but the presence of figures like Ferguson and Campbell in Ocean Hill–Brownsville’s public schools enraged Al Shanker, and the district kept supplying the union leader with fuel for outrage, with which he was able to build opposition to community control. The morning after Martin Luther King’s assassination, an assembly was called at JHS 271. As Rhody McCoy stood by, cries of “Black Power!” and “Kill whitey!” rang out, and then white teachers were encouraged to leave the room. Campbell delivered a speech to the students that some interpreted as an incitement to riot. “If whitey taps you on the shoulder, send him to the graveyard,” he said.

All in all, the first school year of community control, 1967–1968, was a struggle. McCoy and the community board moved quickly to hire black and Puerto Rican administrators for each of the district’s eight schools, and in doing so ousted several popular principals. Teachers were restive. Students still often left class and roamed the hallways. McCoy and his deputies were determined to get the situation under control. Sometime in early May 1968—the exact date is lost, for the school kept few records—a hall monitor named Cecil Bowen observed Richard Douglass’s art class at JHS 271. Bowen later reported that when he stepped inside the classroom, he saw students shouting and flinging paint at one another as Douglass stood by helplessly. Bowen broke up the fight. Several days later, McCoy and the Ocean Hill–Brownsville community board dismissed Douglass and eighteen other white teachers and administrators. Some of the shocked teachers were called out of their classrooms to receive the dismissals in the form of a telegram. The dismissals were not terminations—they simply asked the selected teachers to report to city school board headquarters for new assignments. But McCoy clearly intended to send a message—that black parents and administrators deserved veto power over the employment of white teachers. “Not one of these teachers will be allowed to teach anywhere in this city,” he predicted of the group he dismissed. “The black community will see to that.”

Long before collective bargaining, it had been difficult to oust an experienced teacher. Teacher tenure, after all, had existed in New York since 1917, and in other cities since 1909. Only in rare cases (or during moral panics, like the Red Scare) would districts pursue an expensive and time-consuming trial to terminate the employment of a tenured teacher. This “due process” was the bedrock principle of teacher unionism, the protection that could help prevent teachers from being fired because of their political leanings, gender, race, religious beliefs, pregnancy, or opposition to administrative policies.

But what could be done about teachers who were just plain bad at their jobs? Working around tenure rules, administrators and the UFT had established an informal, backstage process for removing—or, more accurately, juggling—ineffective tenured teachers: A principal would put in a request with the Board of Education that a teacher be transferred to another school, and as long as the principal removed no more than one or two teachers per year, the union would not typically raise objections. In this way, bad teachers hopped from school to school, often ending up at the schools in the poorest neighborhoods with the least political clout.*4

The history of American public education had shown that teachers needed some sort of protection; female, black, gay, and radical teachers had experienced wave after wave of ideologically motivated dismissals, unrelated to professional competence. But by the late 1960s, education reformers feared the pendulum had swung too far in the opposite direction. One of the most cited statistics by supporters of community control was that over a five-year period in the mid-1960s only 12 out of 55,000 teachers in New York City were fired for cause. Everyone, even the union, agreed there were more than 12 bad tenured teachers. Shanker and the UFT argued that the low termination rate obscured the fact that many others were urged to leave the profession through private conversations. In Ocean Hill–Brownsville, McCoy had willfully ignored this tacitly accepted, slow-moving way of doing business, telling the media that time was of the essence. “We’ve got to make them learn,” he said of his district’s disadvantaged students. “They’ve been so deprived so long that they’ve tuned out.”

Could neighborhood schools hire and fire based on community instructional and even political preferences? The union argued they could not, and it sent several of the dismissed Ocean Hill–Brownsville teachers back to work, where they were met by activists, some affiliated with black separatist groups, who physically prevented the teachers from entering school buildings. Two weeks later when 350 UFT teachers walked out of the Ocean Hill–Brownsville schools in solidarity with their dismissed colleagues, the community board attempted to terminate all their contracts, too. Mayor Lindsay hadn’t approved McCoy’s plans and did not know how to react. Did a neighborhood community board have the power to terminate teachers en masse?

This seemingly local event triggered not only the most infamous and largest teachers’ strike in American history, but also a political and racial crisis of national proportions, which continues to reverberate in almost every debate about contemporary school reform. On one side, community control advocates argued that the education of poor black and brown children was too urgent a matter to bother with labor protections, bureaucratic protocol, or even basic politesse—much the same argument we hear from today’s opponents of teacher tenure. On the other side, the United Federation of Teachers worried that allowing parents and non-educator activists to essentially fire teachers they did not approve of would devalue the professionalism of educators and return them to a climate of constant job insecurity. What’s more, the unionists feared that a community control movement affiliated with Afrocentrism could potentially turn neighborhood schools into places of political indoctrination. The moderate wing of organized labor had succeeded in vanquishing a strong challenge from radical communists in the old Teachers Union. Now the UFT worried that Black Power, funded by the powerful Ford Foundation, posed a similar threat. A May 22, 1968, union ad in The New York Times, responding to the Ocean Hill–Brownsville dismissals, summed up the UFT’s fears:


Teachers have been physically threatened.… School buildings have been taken over by extremist groups using public property and tax money to teach children to hate.… Teachers and children have been kept out of school by outsiders—not parents and community groups. With over 15,000 parents in the district, less than a dozen participated in the action. The Legislature’s Decentralization Plan Will Mean More of the Same. Don’t let our school system be taken over by local extremists.



In reality, the Ocean Hill–Brownsville dismissals were as much about competence as about ideology. Art teacher Richard Douglass, for example, had been transferred to JHS 271 from another middle school, whose principal had also complained he lacked classroom management skills. Like most teachers in Ocean Hill—Brownsville and low-income schools across the country, Douglass had received no special training in how to work with poor children, children with behavioral problems, or non-native English speakers. In fact, Douglass was an adherent of A. S. Neill, the British education theorist whose 1960 bestseller, Summerhill, described the radical “free” pedagogy of the boarding school he had founded in England, which served children from mostly affluent families. Summerhill students lived “free from adult authority,” allowed to play or learn in whatever proportion they saw fit. Children voted on rules and punishments, and parents were encouraged to take a hands-off approach, only getting involved at school with their children’s permission. The art room at Summerhill was an unstructured place where students could pursue whatever projects they liked. These practices, though attractive to many liberal educators during the 1960s, were a bad fit in Ocean Hill—Brownsville, a neighborhood where parents had been organizing in favor of a more traditional approach: structured lessons, stricter discipline, and a longer school day. Douglass knew he was in over his head, but he seemed to blame his students more than his own poor training or ill-suited philosophy. Maybe, he told a New York Post reporter, the problem was that a liberal arts curriculum was irrelevant to these particular kids. “The children are not motivated to learn,” he complained. Instead of art, the school should “stress reading in the mornings and electives in the afternoon, like inviting an electrician or maybe a plumber, because realistically all the kids wouldn’t be going to college.”

Douglass was plainly an ineffective teacher. So were some (though not all) of the other teachers dismissed alongside him, who admitted later that they had trouble managing student behavior. The summer following the dismissals, the city Board of Education conducted hearings to determine the fates of ten of the original thirteen dismissed teachers who wished to return to their jobs in Ocean Hill–Brownsville. (The others had resigned or accepted positions at other schools.) A widely respected African American judge, Francis Rivers, served as trial examiner. He threw out the cases of four of the dismissed teachers, saying they had been targeted not because of problems in the classroom, but simply because they had voiced skepticism of community control. Of this group, Daniel Goldberg, a UFT rep, was considered an especially gifted social studies teacher. His supposed offense had been sniping about the district’s administrative practices to a colleague at a Christmas party. In the cases of Douglass and five other teachers, Rivers concluded that the district’s accusations of classroom management problems, lateness, and even corporal punishment were nearly impossible to substantiate, since McCoy’s administration kept no records of observations or other personnel matters. Rivers did not deny adults were remiss in the classrooms of Ocean Hill–Brownsville. But the dismissals seemed arbitrary to him, since testimony indicated that more than a quarter of the teachers in the district were similarly weak. What’s more, some of the dismissed teachers had repeatedly asked for instructional help from their supervisors but were ignored.

On August 26, 1968, Rivers ordered McCoy to reinstate all ten teachers, along with the 350 who had struck in solidarity the previous May. When UFT teachers arrived at JHS 271 on the first day of school that fall, however, it was clear many would not be allowed to work. Administrators “paired” returning union loyalists with teachers considered friendly to community control, and several union-affiliated teachers reported that when they began to teach, their partner teacher either led students out of the classroom or directed children to disrupt the lesson. It was chaos, an all-out factional war. Shanker had to determine how to respond. He believed McCoy and the community control movement were bullying union teachers who were skeptical of Afrocentrism, and that if this behavior was allowed to stand, black teachers could be bullied because of their race, too. At a UFT meeting he advocated a citywide walkout, arguing, “This is a strike that will protect black teachers against white racists and white teachers against black racists.” The union’s delegate assembly voted in favor of the strike, and 93 percent of New York City teachers chose to honor the picket line, compared to just 77 percent during the 1967 strike and 12 percent during the UFT’s first walkout in 1960.

The 1968 strikes of sixty thousand teachers, the largest ever, were particularly disruptive because they were staggered in intervals of several days and weeks between September and November. In total, a fifth of the school year’s instructional time was lost, and nearly one million children were affected. Shanker presided over giant City Hall rallies of up to forty thousand union teachers chanting in favor of due process. “You’re a racist, Mr. Shanker!” shouted community control supporters in response. Anti-union demonstrators trailed the UFT leader everywhere he went, even to his family’s split-level home in suburban Putnam County, where they issued Shanker a “report card” with a grade of F for “works and plays well with others” and A for “racism.”

In Ocean Hill–Brownsville, 60 percent of students continued to show up at school during the strikes. The district attempted to function with replacement teachers, who were culled from several groups that were critical of union leadership: the African-American Teachers Association, a black separatist group; white liberal supporters of community control, some of them the sons and daughters of communist Teachers Union members; and young New Left activist teachers who judged that the staunchly anticommunist Shanker was insufficiently opposed to the Vietnam War. Teacher interviews were held in a gymnasium, where McCoy, community board members, and parents all questioned the applicants. Dolores Torres remembered that she and other parents sought teachers who were enthusiastic about working with nonwhite children and who were pedagogically flexible. “What did they feel about coming to work in a neighborhood that was predominantly black and Hispanic? Did they feel that our children could learn as well as anybody else’s children, in, say, a white neighborhood, an affluent neighborhood?… A lot of the teachers were agreeable. They felt that if you couldn’t teach a child one way, then try something else—but that all children could be taught.”

In an essay for The New York Times Magazine, replacement teacher Charles Isaacs, a white, freshly minted graduate of the University of Chicago Law School, described instruction during the strike in idealized terms. Students at JHS 271 were reading Langston Hughes, studying African history, and calling teachers by their first names, Isaacs wrote. They took a weekend field trip to hike at Bear Mountain, chaperoned by “younger, better educated” teachers like himself, who were “having too good a time” to ask for overtime pay. But students realized their education was being compromised by the upheaval. They had to enter school through police barricades erected to separate picketing teachers from community control activists, some of them armed Black Panthers. More police were stationed on the school’s rooftop, wearing helmets and riot gear and carrying nightsticks. Helicopters buzzed overhead, and there were so many reporters and cameras that “it was like someone was filming a movie or something,” remembered Karima Jordan, who was in ninth grade. “You couldn’t believe this was happening.”

Television news footage of the picket line showed a solemn circle of middle-aged white men and women trudging along with UFT-produced signs hung around their necks: “CIVIL RIGHTS FOR TEACHERS.” “CONTRACTS MUST BE HONORED.” “STOP TEACHING RACE HATRED.” The scene was punctuated by moments of ugliness. Children witnessed blatant racism, from name-calling to physical confrontations. Peter Goodman, a strike leader, was married to a black teacher who supported the strikes. He considered himself a civil rights activist who opposed community control on pedagogical grounds. But he admits that some of his white colleagues had baser motivations. “Lots of teachers were pretty racist,” he told me. “They saw the strike as white versus black, there’s no question in my mind about that.” Those fears were fanned by the violent rhetoric swirling around the community control movement. During the strikes, an anonymous anti-Semitic flyer was placed in the mailboxes of some Ocean Hill–Brownsville teachers. It read:


If African-American History and Culture is to be taught to our Black Children it Must be Done by African-Americans Who Identify With And Who Understand The Problem. It is Impossible For the Middle East Murderers of Colored People to Possibly Bring to This Important Task The Insight, The Concern, The Exposing of the Truth that is a Must If The Years of Brainwashing and Self-Hatred That Has Been Taught to Our Black Children By These Blood-sucking Exploiters and Murderers Is To Be Overcome.



Rhody McCoy and the community board denounced the leaflet’s message. There was no reason to believe anti-Semitism was a core value of the community control movement, which included many prominent Jews. Seventy percent of the replacement teachers McCoy hired were white, and half of them were Jewish—almost identical demographics to the teachers he fired or who went on strike in response to his policies. But McCoy’s embrace of radicals like Ferguson and Campbell left him vulnerable. Al Shanker was eager to portray community control as bigoted, in order to build public support for his union and its disruptive strike.*5 He circulated five thousand copies of the anti-Semitic flyer with the statement, “Is that what you want for your children? The UFT says NO!”

The labor impasse finally ended in late November, when the New York State Board of Regents placed Ocean Hill–Brownsville and the city’s two other demonstration districts under state management, essentially ending the experiment in community control. The strike had exhausted the public and politicians, whose support for school decentralization had been predicated mostly on the hope of ending battles over school desegregation, and less on what community control advocates were really demanding: the empowerment of low-income, minority, sometimes radical parents and activists to control the budgets and agendas of local schools. Yet the racial inflammation continued unabated, making national news. On the day after Christmas, Black Studies teacher Les Campbell was a guest on the WBAI radio show of Julius Lester, a black musician and activist. At Lester’s suggestion, Campbell recited a poem written by one of his students, a fifteen-year-old girl named Sia Berhan. It was titled “To Albert Shanker: Anti-Semitism”:


Hey Jew boy with that yarmulke on your head

You pale faced Jew boy I wish you were dead …

Jew boy you took my religion and adopted it for you

But you know that black people were the original Hebrews

When the UN made Israel a free, independent state

Little four and five-year-old boys threw hand grenades

They hated the black Arabs with all their might

And you, Jew boy, said it was alright

And then you came to America the land of the free

Took over the school system to perpetuate white supremacy

Cause you know, Jew boy, there’s only one reason you made it

You had a clean white face colorless and faded.*6



The disturbing piece of writing distilled, from a teenager’s immature perspective—one obviously heavily influenced by her teacher—some of the real racial resentments underlying demands for community control. It did seem, to many people of color, that the white, two-thirds Jewish UFT had taken over the city’s school system. The old communist Teachers Union had essentially been a civil rights organization, working alongside parents. But the old union never had collective bargaining rights; its ability to shape teachers’ working conditions was sharply limited, so it focused on other issues. The UFT was a different animal. One of the key insights of historian Marjorie Murphy’s groundbreaking study of teacher unionism, Blackboard Unions, is that collective bargaining actually allied teachers to the central administration of urban school districts—the exact constituency Margaret Haley had founded teacher unionism to counteract. Under collective bargaining, it was easier for unions to negotiate with one strong administrative body, such as a city superintendent, board of education, or mayor, than with a plethora of neighborhood school boards or principals, each with their own set of demands. In New York, this meant that the UFT, though a supporter of school integration, worked closely and cooperatively with the Board of Education, which (as black communities knew all too well) had repeatedly stymied desegregation efforts. With their increased influence, teachers unions like the UFT were able to quickly raise teacher salaries, which could generate resentment among black and Puerto Rican public school parents, who tended to earn much less than college-educated teachers, and who had not benefited from the rise of largely white organized labor.

Yet union leaders were in utter disbelief that they had been accused of racism. After all, hadn’t the UFT protested Jim Crow in the South and supported desegregation in the North? Hadn’t Martin Luther King in 1964 proudly accepted the UFT’s highest honor, the John Dewey Award? Al Shanker saw black separatism as a radical, illiberal ideology. “To me, the Civil Rights Movement was a movement for integration,” he said. “In a sense, [community control] represented a kind of backward step.”

Union members boasted of the fact that after King’s death in 1968—right in the midst of the community control debate—several labor-oriented members of King’s inner circle, like Bayard Rustin and A. Philip Randolph, continued to side with the UFT. Randolph led the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the most prominent majority-black union. Rustin was the brilliant Quaker who played a key role in introducing King to notions of nonviolence. He had participated, alongside Shanker, in the socialist, anti-Soviet workshops organized by Max Shachtman, a former confidant of Leon Trotsky himself. During the strike, Rustin enthralled majority-white crowds at teachers union rallies in New York City, sometimes leading them in singing black spirituals. He urged unionists to pay more attention to improving children’s educational outcomes but believed community control provided few answers. “The proposal seems concerned more with political self-determination in education than with quality,” he said.

Fundamentally, however, Rustin and Randolph saw a lack of good jobs—not bad schools or teachers union work rules—as the primary barrier to enlarging the black middle class. Unionists eagerly subscribed to this interpretation of events. Early UFT leaders, like Shanker, George Altomare, and Peter Goodman, had a lifelong respect and affection for unions because their parents had belonged to them. Altomare’s mother, like Shanker’s, was a member of the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, while Goodman’s father was a union furrier. Yet labor politics had changed since the 1930s. Those older unions represented private, not public, employees. When seamstresses won higher wages, it was ownership who saw reduced profits. Teachers, on the other hand, were paid with tax dollars. By the late 1960s both community control activists and the mainstream media portrayed union-won raises for teachers as a drain on school budgets, sucking up money that could go toward much-needed new school buildings, textbooks, and other educational resources. A 1967 profile of Shanker in The New York Times Magazine summarized both elite and activist opinion that the union chief “gets the most he can for his teachers, even if it means sacrificing the needs of the school system.” Shanker boosted this perception when, in the midst of the Ocean Hill—Brownsville controversy, he gave a lecture at Oberlin College. When an audience member asked him if he worried about how strikes affect children educationally, Shanker replied, “Listen, I don’t represent children. I represent the teachers.” It remains among his most-quoted statements, often used to denigrate the teachers union movement as a whole. Yet the needs of teachers and children were not always so diametrically opposed. That was one of the lessons of the More Effective Schools program, which improved academic outcomes in part by hiring more teachers for poor children. Judge Rivers had concluded that teachers in Ocean Hill—Brownsville had sought professional help in order to better serve their students, and that they had been ignored by administrators. Union positions were not always to blame for disappointing student outcomes.

Had the short experiment in community control worked as an educational program? After the strike ended in November 1968, Rhody McCoy told the media, “I’m going to produce! Come back a year from now and I promise you I will have done it.” He even claimed to have already raised student achievement by 30 percent, though he refused to release the district’s standardized test scores to prove it—rather ironic, considering that low test scores had been a prime motivator in the movement toward community control. When the media unearthed the data, it showed that the years from 1967 to 1969 had been educationally disastrous for the district’s students. Third graders fell from four months behind before community control to twelve months behind after. Students’ reading skills barely budged from the end of eighth grade to the end of ninth grade, even though they had gained the equivalent of fifteen months in reading skills over the course of their eighth-grade year under the previous administration. Though McCoy had instituted some promising programs, like bilingual education, Montessori-style elementary classrooms, and improved school libraries, critics believed his reforms had been long on political verve but short on instructional details. In attempting to explain these disappointing results, McCoy stated, poignantly, “Everyone else has failed. We want the right to fail for ourselves.”

In 1969 the state legislature split the New York City schools into thirty-three districts. Each new district could elect a school board, but these bodies were a far cry from the community control ideal: They lacked the power to certify, hire, offer tenure to, or fire teachers—all rights that remained centralized under the superintendent and Board of Education. The eight experimental Ocean Hill—Brownsville schools were absorbed into the city’s new District 23. Rhody McCoy left the school system, as did Les Campbell, who opened up a night school that taught Swahili and African martial arts.

The city canceled the UFT’s treasured—and genuinely effective—More Effective Schools program, amid complaints that it favored some schools over others. Of course, that had been exactly the point: to provide extra resources to the neediest children. Canceling MES, getting rid of the community districts, and decentralizing the school system did little to improve educational outcomes in New York’s poorest neighborhoods and did not change the lack of accountability throughout the system. In the spring of 1971, adults at three schools in Ocean Hill–Brownsville were accused of showing standardized test questions to students before the testing date and coaching them on the correct answers. When confronted by The New York Times with evidence of this illegal behavior, the reading coordinator at one elementary school claimed her cheating was a sort of protest tactic, to call attention to how “unfair” standardized tests were to disadvantaged students. Her principal backed her.

In 2008, New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg and his hard-charging schools chancellor, Joel Klein, shut down Ocean Hill—Brownsville’s JHS 271, citing persistently low test scores. Physically, the building remains largely unchanged since the time when it was the UFT strike staging ground. But today it houses the Eagle Academy for Young Men, a school that has proven very popular with Ocean Hill—Brownsville parents: In 2011, sixteen hundred students applied for eighty-six seats. Why do thousands of families finally appear enthusiastic about a school in Ocean Hill–Brownsville? As if in response to parents’ requests during the 1960s, the Eagle Academy, though a unionized school, emphasizes a longer school day and strict discipline, with required uniforms and even military-style routines. As at many other “no excuses” schools, teachers refer to Eagle Academy students as “scholars” to emphasize high academic expectations. The school is supported by a foundation whose board of directors is dominated by executives from companies like News Corp and Credit Suisse. A separate advisory board includes two community members alongside a number of education professionals, from organizations like Teach for America and Scholastic, the publishing house. Though the rhetoric of black separatist politics has all but disappeared, in many ways today’s “no excuses” school reform movement has inherited the mantle of community control by aligning low-income parents with elite school reformers and philanthropists from outside their neighborhoods.

Yet for all that support, the Eagle Academy at Ocean Hill–Brownsville is not much more successful, in measurable ways, than JHS 271 once was. The tide of gentrification and school improvement that has swept other Brooklyn neighborhoods has not reached Ocean Hill—Brownsville. The Eagle Academy is deeply segregated (less than 2 percent white), a quarter of its students receive special-education services, and 76 percent live in poverty. Only 13 percent of Eagle Academy middle school students are reading at grade level, and 6 percent are proficient in math. Student achievement there remains an unsolved puzzle.

Across the Hudson River in 1970, Newark, New Jersey, became the site of the longest and most violent teachers’ strike in American history—one that is little known compared to the explosion in New York two years before.

On the afternoon of November 17, 1970, eight-year-old Matilda Gouacide, a black third grader at Newark’s South 8th Street School, was hit by a car as she left school grounds. A few weeks earlier, a teacher would have met Matilda just outside the school building and shepherded her and dozens of other children safely across a tree-lined road of clapboard attached houses. But the previous spring the Newark Teachers Union had negotiated the furthest-reaching contract in the history of American public education, one that freed all classroom teachers of “nonprofessional chores” such as cafeteria duty, hall duty, and dismissal-time supervision.

Unlike in New York City, where the teaching force was overwhelmingly white, nearly four out of ten Newark teachers were African American, and the Newark Teachers Union was led by a black woman, Carole Graves. Even so, parent activists in Newark, led by the writer LeRoi Jones, who had become a black nationalist and changed his name to Amiri Baraka, seized upon Matilda’s accident as proof of unionized teachers’ self-interest and disrespect for poor black children. The Newark union, like its New York counterpart, found itself enmeshed in a nasty confrontation with community activists demanding changes to teachers’ work rules. The resulting fourteen-week, 2,500-person strike left one teacher dead and led to the conviction and imprisonment of 185 more. As reported by the historian Steve Golin, dozens of people on both sides of the strike—teachers and their allies, as well as Black Power activists—were the perpetrators and victims of shootings, physical assaults, and vandalism. Carole Graves, the union head, was at home when bullets shattered her windows, injuring her infant niece. Avant Lowther was a young black teacher and union member whose father had also taught in the Newark public schools. Though Lowther had supported previous teacher strikes, in 1971 he crossed the picket line to express solidarity with black community control—and ended up in a knife fight with a white colleague who called him a scab. The union encouraged teachers to arm themselves.

What ties these two strikes together—the nationally prominent, white-versus-black strike in New York City and the far more violent, racially mixed strike in Newark—is that the unions generally won. In the subsequent decades, teachers across the United States saw unprecedented gains in salaries and benefits. They retained lengthy, strict contracts limiting their working hours and responsibilities outside the classroom and successfully negotiated even more detailed grievance procedures, which allowed teachers to protest poor working conditions—like outdated textbooks or terminations based on political bias—but sharply limited administrators’ ability to rid schools of ineffective teachers. Nationally, teachers unions wielded extraordinary political influence by becoming among the largest donors to both state and federal elections. At Democratic Party national conventions, teachers union activists typically made up about 10 percent of the delegates.

Additionally, in the years just after the strikes, teachers unions across the country, including in New York and Newark, successfully organized teachers’ aides to join their union. This greatly increased the ranks of nonwhite members. It did not, however, neutralize critiques of the unions as perpetrators of the racial and educational status quo. Shanker’s biographer Kahlenberg notes that the great paradox of teacher unionism is that as the movement increased in power, it declined in popularity.

Perhaps that is because union-won gains for educators coincided with a steady rightward shift in the nation’s larger political life, with severe shortages of living-wage jobs and affordable child care, housing, and health care—many of the social supports, other than schools, that have the potential to improve poor children’s lives. Urban teachers, who were making strides in income and benefits, appeared to be riding high compared to the families they served, even though teachers remained underpaid compared to their college-educated counterparts in the broader economy.

In the wake of the 1960s and 1970s teacher strikes, a few visionary educators resolved to bring teachers unions and parent activists back together, for the good of children. In 1974 Shanker became president of the national AFT. Though he never explicitly apologized for any of the union’s actions in 1968, he subsequently introduced a number of innovative ideas aimed at improving instruction and raising student achievement, from charter schools to teacher peer review. Meanwhile, a small movement of teacher-led, community-driven schools gained steam.*7 In 1974 New York City teacher Deborah Meier founded the Central Park East School in Harlem, which quickly attracted national attention for offering a Deweyite, progressive curriculum to poor students of color—while raising test scores. Meier considered herself a supporter of both teachers unions and parent empowerment. As a teacher during the New York City strikes, she had organized “freedom schools” in her home and at local churches, where striking teachers could continue to work with their students without breaking the picket line. But even community-oriented Central Park East would, in its third year, lose a number of students whose parents wanted “more say about the curriculum than we were prepared to cede,” Meier recalled. “Teachers felt very vulnerable because [in the typical public school] they weren’t free to make decisions. And here were parents coming to say, ‘We want to make decisions!’ So we both got militant at the same moment. We were fighting each other for a piece of the pie.”

It is striking that in interviews even forty-five years later, union teachers who took to the picket lines to protect due process tend to portray community control as a faux grassroots movement, one led less by parents and civil rights groups than by elite economic conservatives who wished to cleave blacks from the labor movement, thus weakening unions and their claim to the moral high ground. It is true that Mayor Lindsay was no great friend to organized labor. Union activists also point the finger at Ford Foundation president McGeorge Bundy, who came from a wealthy Republican family. UFT co-founder George Altomare, a lead organizer of the 1968 strike, told me, “There was really no leadership [on community control] in the community itself.”

That interpretation, however, gives too little weight to strains from within black culture and politics in favor of community control and teacher accountability; even the NAACP, which argued Brown v. Board of Education, turned around to support community control in the most stubbornly segregated schools. It downplays the leadership of parents, like Dolores Torres in Ocean Hill—Brownsville, who demanded a better education for their children. And it ignores long-standing evidence from social science that suggested that white teachers often did have low expectations for their nonwhite students, and that those views negatively impacted academic achievement. Philanthropists like the Ford Foundation were responding to a real groundswell of frustration with white teachers from within communities of color.

In the 1980s and 1990s, critics of teachers unions became far more politically sophisticated in exploiting the clash between unions’ visions of themselves as fighters for underdog workers and the public’s view of unions as defenders of peculiar privileges, like tenure. The Reagan Revolution brought a new American school reform movement, “standards and accountability,” to national prominence. It adopted and sanitized the radical Left critique of teachers and unions that had developed in the inner-city neighborhoods of Brooklyn and Newark. These new centrist critics rejected Black Power, but, more powerfully than ever before, they promoted a view of career public school teachers as professionally incompetent and insufficiently committed to closing racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps.



*1 In 1961, under pressure from the AFT, the NEA reversed itself and reluctantly embraced collective bargaining for teachers. In 1967 it approved of teacher strikes in special circumstances, and by 1970 administrators were no longer active within the organization.

*2 The parent trigger movement is portrayed in the 2012 movie Won’t Back Down, starring Maggie Gyllenhaal and Viola Davis. The film was funded by philanthropists with a history of conservative, antilabor activism, such as Phil Anschutz, owner of The Weekly Standard.

*3 In June 1968, Ferguson was convicted of conspiracy to murder and sentenced to up to seven years in prison. He fled the United States for Guyana, but returned in 1989 and served his sentence. In 1996, New York Supreme Court justice Bruce Wright granted Ferguson parole and cast doubt on the charges against him, noting that in the late 1960s, “all Black nationalist activists were targets, not only of local police, but of the FBI as well.”

*4 The catchphrase “dance of the lemons” was coined by education reformers in the late 1990s to describe how union protections allow ineffective teachers to be moved from school to school, instead of being forced out of the system.

*5 In his 1973 movie Sleeper, Woody Allen captured the intelligentsia’s fear that Al Shanker would stop at nothing to defend union teachers. The film’s protagonist is cryogenically unfrozen two hundred years in the future and learns civilization had been destroyed because “a man by the name of Al Shanker got hold of a nuclear warhead.”

*6 Despite his role in this infamous incident, radio host Julius Lester later converted to Judaism and taught Judaic Studies at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.

*7 Eventually, many of these union-parent allies would unite under the banner of Ted Sizer, the Brown University education theorist who founded the Coalition of Essential Schools in 1984 to advocate for teacher-led, community-supported schools.




• Chapter Eight •

“Very Disillusioned”

HOW TEACHER ACCOUNTABILITY DISPLACED DESEGREGATION AND LOCAL CONTROL

Ronald Reagan was an unlikely president to preside over a new era of Washington-driven school reform. The B-list actor-cum-Goldwater-Republican launched his 1980 presidential bid in Philadelphia, Mississippi, the town in which three civil rights workers were murdered in 1964. Reagan’s message there: “I believe in states’ rights.” He promised to end the federal government’s expensive interventions on behalf of disadvantaged minority groups, including schoolchildren, and to shutter the one-year-old cabinet-level Department of Education, which he referred to as “President Carter’s new bureaucratic boondoggle.” Reagan favored classroom prayer and tax credits for parents who enrolled their children in parochial schools, and named judges who gradually ended the era of school desegregation.

So it was somewhat of a surprise that Reagan appointed Terrel Bell secretary of education. Ted Bell, as he was called, was an outlier in the cabinet in every way: a Mormon as the Christian Right was gaining influence, a supporter of Medicaid and Head Start among virulent budget cutters, and the shortest cabinet member, too, with a shock of white hair and a smiling, avuncular manner that led critics to underestimate him. He was a former public school chemistry teacher who held a PhD in education and had worked in public university administration. Bell hailed from a world Ronald Reagan loathed, dating back to Reagan’s confrontations, as governor of California in the late 1960s, with a restive teachers union and activist faculty at the University of California.

But Reagan chose Bell because the Washington establishment trusted him. Bell had served as education commissioner for Presidents Nixon and Ford, and had testified to Congress in support of creating the Department of Education. Reagan’s advisers hoped Bell had earned the credibility to argue that cutting school funding and turning the DOE into a lower-level agency wouldn’t hurt kids. Bell was willing to accept this cynical assignment, which he privately opposed, if it helped him advance his own ideas for school reform within the Republican Party. President Reagan “may be using me,” Bell realized, “but I am doing all I can to use him for my cause and take advantage of his great popularity.”

Bell did so brilliantly, despite the fact that he was hired to preside over his own demotion, and was ousted in Reagan’s second term in favor of the family-values conservative Bill Bennett. He deployed cagey bureaucratic maneuvering to produce A Nation at Risk, one of the most influential federal documents ever published. The report, a battle cry against the country’s supposed educational mediocrity, harshly critiqued America’s working teachers and secured a Washington toehold for the national standards and accountability education movement, which had begun percolating in state capitols after the Ocean Hill—Brownsville strike. Like the community control radicals before them, the accountability crowd complained bitterly about teachers and their unions. But the new reformers relied on data—not racial ideology—as their weapon.

This reform wave eventually produced organizations like Teach for America and the “no excuses” charter school movement. Its agenda recalled the school efficiency progressivism of the early twentieth century: standardized testing, numbers-driven evaluation of teachers, and merit pay. And although it was committed to closing the test score gap between white children and black and Latino children, it explicitly rejected many of the other civil rights—oriented goals of the previous two decades of American education reform, from school integration to a culturally relevant curriculum to empowering parents of color to manage their neighborhood schools. Lastly, by promoting the idea that schools and teachers are the primary levers for improving the nation’s—and individual students’—standard of living, many accountability reformers accepted as inevitable the retrenchment of the welfare state in the realms of job creation, vocational training, housing, and child care. A Nation at Risk set the terms of a debate we are still having today.

The particular obsessions of accountability school reform are neatly summed up in Ted Bell’s life story. There is a passionate belief in the power of public education—yes—but also a profound desire to test, to quantify, and to rationalize.

Bell grew up in rural Lava Hot Springs, Idaho, in a house with eight siblings, a single mother, and no indoor plumbing. Like Lyndon Johnson, Bell attended public school and then enrolled in a state teachers college, Albion State Normal School, because it was the only higher education he could afford; he paid his tuition, $11.50 per term, with wages from a part-time job with the National Youth Administration, a New Deal program. At Albion, Bell was fascinated by a course he took on educational tests and measurements, which focused on IQ. This interest would get him into trouble: In the Marine Corps after graduation, Bell mouthed off that a commanding officer would rate as a “moron” on an IQ test. Bell’s head was shaved, he was stripped down to his underwear, and he spent three days in solitary confinement, subsisting on bread and water. Yet his interest in testing proved lifelong. As superintendent of the Weber County, Utah, public schools in the early 1960s, he instituted a merit pay plan in which teachers were offered the option to be paid based on how well they scored on the National Teacher Examination, as well as on how their students performed on standardized tests.*1 The program attracted virulent resistance from the Utah Education Association, which successfully lobbied the state legislature to withdraw its funding for the plan. Voters then rejected a ballot initiative to raise taxes to fund the program. Though merit pay had failed to gain political traction in Utah, the episode cemented Bell’s reputation as a reformer with free-market leanings—credibility he was able to exploit as Ronald Reagan’s secretary of education.

Because of his time working in the Nixon and Ford administrations, Bell understood Washington and knew from the get-go that the Democratic-controlled Congress would never eliminate the Department of Education or its major civil rights program, Title I, which provided federal funding to schools with large numbers of poor, minority, and handicapped students. What’s more, he personally supported those programs. So instead of wasting much effort on the quixotic campaign to close his own department, Bell began, in the spring of 1981, to circumvent Reagan’s inner circle and go straight to the media with messages about school improvement. He created an infamous wall chart inside the Department of Education, on which he ranked states according to their SAT scores, high school graduation rates, teacher salaries, and school funding levels. It was the first time—but by no means the last—Washington set states in educational competition with one another.*2 A press conference revealing the chart was packed to overflowing, though the results were predictable: States with little poverty and strong social supports, like Vermont and New Hampshire, ranked well. The Deep South scored poorly.

Bell’s numbers-driven, get-tough approach brought to Washington a new flavor of centrist school reform that had emerged in state capitols during the 1970s. The violent confrontations over busing, collective bargaining, and community control had darkened the public’s view of teachers and schools, with polls showing that by 1980 only about a third of Americans felt confident in the nation’s education system, down from 59 percent in 1966, at the height of the Great Society. If everyone from the Black Power Left to the segregationist Right believed schools were failing, state policy makers, especially Democrats who supported greater school funding, knew they would have to justify education spending in terms of tough reform and results.

The school reform efforts of the 1960s had not called for new standardized tests; instead the focus had been on teachers’ racial attitudes and classroom skills. That began to change. By the mid-1970s, thirty-three states had instituted testing programs to evaluate student achievement, often in an effort to help the public understand why education was a wise investment. If scores were low, school funding could be depicted as an emergency necessity. If scores improved, politicians could claim that their investments were working.

The idea of linking students’ test scores to specific teachers was not yet in vogue. Instead, under the new reforms, teachers were subject to “competency based” evaluation. During the early 1970s, California, Texas, and New York passed laws requiring that all teacher education programs be organized around specific teaching “competencies,” and that working teachers be evaluated according to their skill in the classroom. The impact ranged from minimal to disastrous. In 1975 the National Institute of Education, a federal agency, hired Teacher Corps alumnus and future education journalist John Merrow to write a report on the competency movement. Merrow concluded it had little substance. Popular teacher competencies, such as the ability to ask students “higher-order questions,” were ill defined, vague to the point of meaninglessness. To appease lawmakers, many college education departments simply renamed traditional courses to feature competency lingo, while nothing changed in the curriculum. And in a time of antitax sentiment, competency laws were often unfunded mandates, with little or no money provided to actually implement new ways of training and evaluating teachers. California essentially prohibited the undergraduate education major in 1970. Prospective elementary school teachers there could choose any major and then spend a post-baccalaureate year student teaching while taking a few education classes. According to research from the National Council on Teacher Quality, a single year turned out not to be enough time to train teachers in the pedagogical skills needed for the broad range of subjects elementary teachers, especially, must tackle. Early-grades math instruction in particular was shortchanged in California, and students paid the price.

Teachers’ reputations continued to suffer, with much of the new moral panic focused on teachers’ own test scores. In 1980, “Why Teachers Can’t Teach,” a piece in the Texas Monthly, won the prestigious National Magazine Award for Public Service.*3 The exposé, by Gene Lyons, revealed that public school teachers in urban Houston and Dallas scored lower on standardized tests than did the average suburban sixteen-year-old. Lyons visited President Johnson’s alma mater, Southwest Texas State University at San Marcos, and reported that students enrolled in teacher education classes there were functionally illiterate. Teacher credentialing was “a hoax and an educational disgrace,” he concluded, blaming the misapplication of John Dewey’s ideas: an overemphasis on student-centered pedagogy at the expense of subject matter training in history, literature, math, and science. As an aside, Lyons mentioned that teachers’ low pay might be preventing more academically talented students from pursuing the profession in the first place.

As secretary of education, Ted Bell sought to amplify the Lyons critique. In 1982 he appointed an eighteen-member National Commission on Excellence in Education, which included college presidents, scholars, business leaders, school board members, a retired governor, several principals, and one public school teacher. Bell hoped the commission would produce a sort of Marshall Plan for school reform—an inspirational call that would unite the media and public behind efforts to improve education, forcing President Reagan to embrace a more centrist agenda. Bell was not disappointed. The commission ignored the president’s directions for them—“Bring God back into the classroom,” Reagan told the members at one meeting, and “leave the primary responsibility for education to parents”—and instead produced the succinct and readable A Nation at Risk. The report’s unforgettable introduction artfully deployed the militant language of the Cold War in service of school reform:


If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to ourselves.… We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament.



The report went on to depict a “rising tide of mediocrity”: a twenty-year decline in SAT scores, electives like cooking and drivers ed considered acceptable substitutes for physics and calculus (at the so-called “shopping mall high school”), and Japanese and German public school graduates who were able to engineer more desirable cars and better machine tools, kneecapping the U.S. economy. American teachers were dullards drawn from the “bottom quarter” of high school and college graduating classes, and they were especially deficient in math and science.

To improve teacher quality, the commission recommended higher base salaries, merit pay to reward effective teachers, and stricter teacher evaluation systems that made it more difficult to earn and keep tenure. Most of the European and Asian nations that built high-prestige teaching professions after World War II required prospective teachers to spend several years training for the classroom. A Nation at Risk made a different suggestion, in line with the American tradition of missionary teaching: to allow career changers and young college grads who had not studied education to quickly obtain “alternative” teaching credentials.

Better teachers were just one of four priorities the commission identified. The others were raising expectations for students and adding rigor to the high school curriculum, lengthening the school day by one hour and the school year by forty days, and encouraging the federal government to play a larger role in setting the national education agenda and funding it. But the report was released into a political climate of budget-cutting fervor—federal aid for poor children’s education was cut by 16 percent in Reagan’s first term—and a culture war. There was little enthusiasm in Congress for providing the massive influx of funding needed to extend learning time, the costliest proposal in A Nation at Risk. The idea of more rigorous, universal curriculum standards was also a nonstarter; the American Right had long demonstrated an overactive paranoia about supposedly liberal national attempts to influence the curriculum of local schools—a paranoia Reagan fully shared as a former anticommunist activist. Consequently, despite A Nation at Risk’s broad set of recommendations, policy makers focused increasingly on teachers alone: their training, demographic traits, and how they were evaluated and paid.

The teaching establishment—unions and teachers colleges—was divided in its response to the report. At the American Federation of Teachers, most high-level staffers were reluctant to support any initiative of a presidential administration that wanted to cut school funding and provide vouchers to parochial schools. But Al Shanker, who had become AFT president in 1974, bucked his advisers—and his counterpart at the National Education Association—to embrace the core message of A Nation at Risk, that American schools were failing. “I like the phrase ‘a nation at risk’ because those words put education on the same par as national defense,” he told his members. This was a bold position, in stark contrast to how most unionists felt about the report; in the words of Dennis Van Roekel of the NEA, who at the time led the state teachers union in Arizona and later served as NEA president, “I took it as a personal insult.”

Even Shanker didn’t like the commission’s policy prescriptions—especially merit pay for select teachers or the idea of a longer school day. On pay, unions believed that if they resisted differentiation based on competence, grade level, or subject taught, the higher salaries needed to attract and retain better teachers would be paid to all teachers. Shanker didn’t support extended work hours, but rather the opposite: His union had called for a four-day teaching week, with aides taking over on Fridays in grades one through eight and high school students using the time to work on research projects. (Teachers would use the fifth day to plan lessons and grade papers.) Nevertheless, Shanker’s credibility as a militant labor leader, one who had gone to jail for leading strikes, allowed him, throughout the 1980s, to promote a number of innovative policy solutions to the problems outlined in A Nation at Risk—proposals that earned him growing credibility with accountability reformers and reversed the impression that the AFT was the intransigent union while the NEA was the “professional” one.

Peer review was one Shanker-endorsed innovation. In 1981 the AFT local in Toledo, Ohio, negotiated a contract that called for skilled veteran teachers to observe the classrooms of novices and underperforming tenured teachers, and then to either coach them to improve or approve their terminations. At the time, national surveys of teachers showed that the majority hated the idea and saw it as undermining solidarity. But Shanker thought it was an important step toward making teaching more like medicine or law, professions that regulated and policed themselves. What’s more, peer review addressed the American teaching profession’s key deficiency: Teachers never watched one another work. For most teachers, many of whom had never student-taught, the only time they witnessed teaching practice firsthand was when they were students themselves, many years in the past.

Another new idea Shanker promoted was the “charter school,” a concept he borrowed from Germany. Shanker envisioned charters as unionized, teacher-run schools freed from state or district mandates in order to experiment with new ideas. Some Republican education reformers initially hated the concept, which they saw as a union attempt to exempt certain teachers and schools from state standards. Their perspective changed quickly, however, once reformers from across party lines realized that charter school laws could be crafted in ways that made it possible to open nonunion public schools, or even allow public schools to be managed by for-profit companies. The first charters opened in Minnesota in 1992, and just a year later Shanker was calling charter schools an anti-union “gimmick” and worrying that “hucksters” would use the charter movement to divert public funding away from students and teachers and toward private profit.

While Shanker selectively embraced A Nation at Risk, professors of education turned out to be the report’s harshest critics. Their perspective is summed up in David Berliner and Bruce Biddle’s 1995 call to arms, The Manufactured Crisis, which argued that American education was in fine shape, contrary to the report’s core assumptions, and that where it was weak, it was the fault of regressive policies, such as those that produced gaps in teacher pay between rich and poor school districts. The authors pointed out that SAT scores had declined in large part because a more diverse group of students was taking the exam, including poor children, who never would have dreamt of applying to college in the years before World War II. They acknowledged that American teachers were less academically distinguished than their counterparts abroad. But that was not because of deficiencies in the teacher certification process, they wrote, but because American teachers were paid less than other white-collar workers. In Japan the average teacher earned as much as the average engineer; in the United States, teachers earned only 60 percent as much as engineers.

Jay Sommer had his own critiques of the new reform push. Sommer was a national “teacher of the year” who taught foreign languages at New Rochelle High School in New York, and the only working teacher on the commission that produced A Nation at Risk. He believed the main problem with teaching in America was that school districts invested almost nothing in improving their employees’ skills. “Basically, no teacher wants to fail,” Sommer told Fred Hechinger, the eminent education columnist at The New York Times. “If they are failing, it’s because they get no supervision, no direction, no leadership.”

In the long term, A Nation at Risk prevailed over its critics. The report, quite smartly, differed from other national drives for school reform in that it focused on raising standards for all children, not just poor children. That helped it appeal to business leaders and middle-class parents, who were attracted to the dramatic portrait of educational complacency in the face of unrelenting international competition. Magazines aped the report’s style and assumptions. “It’s like Pearl Harbor,” Fortune declared. “The Japanese have invaded and the U.S. has been caught short. Not on guns and tanks and battleships—those are yesterday’s weapons—but on mental might. In a high-tech age where nations increasingly compete on brainpower, American schools are producing an army of illiterates.”

State policy makers, especially a new generation of “education governors” such as Lamar Alexander in Tennessee, Bill Clinton in Arkansas, and, later, George W. Bush in Texas and his brother Jeb in Florida, were eager to claim they had followed the advice of A Nation at Risk. Two-thirds of the states launched new student testing programs, and thirty began requiring teachers to pass pre-service exams. Twenty states created fast-track alternative pathways into the classroom, which allowed college graduates who hadn’t studied education to quickly become teachers. Twenty-four states claimed to have implemented some sort of “career ladder” rewarding teachers with merit pay, but by the end of the decade, almost all of those ladders had collapsed, weighed down by low budgets and lack of teacher buy-in. Since the rhetoric and policy prescriptions of A Nation at Risk have proven so enduring—the very same assumptions and ideals underlie No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, the Common Core, and almost every other contemporary reform effort to improve teaching—it is crucial to look at why, exactly, the first generation of accountability-driven national teacher reform failed.

By 1988, just five years after A Nation at Risk debuted, The New York Times declared: “Merit pay for teachers is beginning to look like a flawed idea whose time has gone.… In retrospect, the rise and fall of merit pay were probably inevitable.”

Indeed. Even at the time A Nation at Risk was published there was already compelling evidence that merit pay plans across the country had been overhyped—evidence ignored by reformers, like Ted Bell, who were eager to propose low-cost solutions to educational underperformance. Several nationwide studies of merit pay programs instituted between the 1930s and 1970s found that the majority failed within six years and faced similar barriers to effectiveness: excessive administrative paperwork, low funding, disagreements about how to judge good teaching, and strong opposition from teachers themselves.

Kalamazoo, Michigan, provides a powerful example of the hype-disillusionment cycle characteristic of teacher merit pay plans. In 1974, the American School Board Journal published a rapturous series of articles about the district’s new superintendent, William Coats, who had never before worked in public school administration (he had been a college professor). Coats had proposed a merit pay system in which every teacher would be graded according to her students’ standardized test scores. Her classroom practice would be observed by five to fifteen peer teachers, by her principal, and by pupils, all of whom would produce written reports on her performance. The teacher would also write a self-assessment. Administrators, too, would be evaluated by their colleagues, by the teachers who reported to them, and by students and parents.

Just a year after implementation, the Journal reported that this system had transformed the Kalamazoo public schools. “Student achievement is up—significantly so. Racial violence, which for years has plagued Kalamazoo’s schools, has almost disappeared. Board members smile more pleasantly and more frequently, they report, confident for the first time in years that most taxpayer dollars are not wasted in city schools.”

In reality, superintendent Coats and his merit system lasted less than three years in Kalamazoo. The plan attracted immediate backlash from every corner, including from administrators exhausted by the overwhelming number of employee reports they had to write. Although test scores improved—in reality, only modestly—parents did not celebrate and instead complained about classroom time spent prepping for multiple-choice tests now that teachers were being graded according to their students’ scores. As for the decrease in racial violence, it had little or nothing to do with merit pay. In 1971 the courts had ordered Kalamazoo to desegregate its schools, which put black and white children into contact with one another at the elementary school level, so that by the time they entered the city’s two high schools, racial tensions were less extreme. The district renovated classrooms in formerly all-black schools, hired more black teachers, and actively recruited black children into advanced courses. Coats had been hired by a majority-white school board that opposed the court desegregation order. He claimed his mechanistic teacher evaluation scheme had produced the district’s student achievement gains. But principals disagreed. “Now the schools are free to focus on performance and academics, since desegregation has eliminated the racial conflicts and the cost of controlling those conflicts,” a Kalamazoo junior high school principal told the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights. “In my school we need fewer crisis staff and it is now a quiet school.”

All over the country, heavy paperwork burdens turned principals into skeptics of politically imposed merit pay plans—much as the dissident principal Alexander Fichlander had complained, in New York City in 1920, that the city’s complex A–D evaluation scheme sucked up time while doing little to help teachers improve. In Texas, a 1984 guidebook advising principals on how to hold teachers accountable suggested an evaluation rubric with sixty-three categories, each requiring a rating on a scale of one to five. Some of the items contradicted one another. Were teachers ignoring “attention-grabbing” behavior from students? That was a good thing. Yet another category called for teachers to quickly “negatively reinforce” bad behavior.

There were several merit pay plans that were popular with teachers, and they had one major feature in common: Bonuses were available to every high-performing teacher in a school district, regardless of the grade level or subject they taught. That was rarely the design of merit pay programs launched in the wake of A Nation at Risk, which tended to be funded at such low levels that bonuses were available only to teachers of some subjects and grades: just 15 percent of teachers in Tennessee under Governor Lamar Alexander’s widely celebrated plan, and 10 percent of teachers in Florida. When so few teachers could benefit from merit pay, the bonuses were seen as divisive, undercutting morale.

Gera Summerford, today the president of the Tennessee Education Association, the state teachers union, was a first-year middle school math teacher in Nashville when the merit pay program rolled out in 1982. “I was very idealistic,” she recalled. “I felt like it was an opportunity for me to demonstrate that I was a more effective teacher than maybe some of the ones who had been teaching for a long time. But when I went through the process, I was very disillusioned.”

Summerford was supposed to be evaluated by three people, including a peer with experience in her subject area. But the district sent a business teacher, not a math teacher, to observe her classroom, and she found this unhelpful. The system applied to both teachers and administrators, and it created three levels of recognition, with bonuses between $1,000 and $7,000. Teachers soon noticed that almost every principal who applied for the extra pay was quickly bumped up through all three levels, while just 13 percent of teachers achieved Level 2 or 3. That created resentment. The most popular part of the system was overtime pay offered to teachers who supervised afterschool programs or provided extra tutoring. “That really did help kids,” Summerford said. But ultimately the relatively small bonuses tied to capricious classroom observations seemed almost absurd, “an insultingly small amount of money” distributed through a labor-intensive process yet in an unpredictable way. Within a decade, the system was phased out, in part because of continued NEA opposition, and in part because it had been financed by an unpopular increase in the state sales tax.

All this foment around merit pay occurred at a time when the average American teacher earned just $23,500 per year ($47,400 in today’s dollars), less than a mail carrier and half that of the average lawyer or accountant. An alternative corner of the education reform movement tried to send the message that raising base salaries—by 25 percent, the Carnegie Foundation recommended, or to an average of $50,000, according to RAND—would do much more to increase the profession’s prestige.

But influential business leaders were eager proponents of numbers-driven merit pay for teachers. Ross Perot, for example, pushed Dallas to implement a plan to use test scores alone to evaluate teachers and distribute pay increases. So it was ironic that private industry had, by the 1980s, mostly turned away from efforts to pay white-collar workers according to strict productivity measures, finding that such formal evaluation programs were too expensive and time-consuming to create and implement. Research showed that companies with merit pay schemes did not perform better financially than did organizations without it, nor were their employees happier. Instead, management gurus recommended that workers be judged primarily by the holistic standards of individual supervisors.

It is important to note that in public education, teachers unions have had a long history of fighting attempts to institute subjective evaluation systems; at the most basic level, New York City teachers had gone on their massive strike in 1968 to deny an administrator, Rhody McCoy, the right to evaluate his teachers and staff his schools as he saw fit. In the 1980s both the AFT and the NEA responded to calls for merit pay by saying they would support it only when it was based on “objective” measurements, such as teachers’ scores on tests of subject matter knowledge. Al Shanker said, “I always was and still am against any merit pay notion that would be based on the idea that some principal walks into your room and gives a judgment as to who is a better teacher.” Some accountability reformers actually shared Shanker’s skepticism. Chester Finn, a longtime moderate Republican education reform guru who advised Lamar Alexander on teacher career ladders, described to me the grim status quo in classroom observation: “The principals were often former gym teachers, and had almost never been trained to be sophisticated overseers of teacher quality or performance. In the absence of quantitative data, a principal would be a perfunctory and ill-trained observer, and either liked or didn’t like what he saw. It was awfully easy for the principal to then make decisions based on ‘Who do I like? Who’s my cousin? Who’s my girlfriend?’ or a variety of other factors that don’t have to do with classroom effectiveness.”

When unions brought this suspicion of principals to the negotiation table, the results in some instances were even more complex and expensive evaluation systems, like Tennessee’s, in which principals’ ratings were cross-checked and sometimes overruled by teams of observers from outside each school, a plan Shanker approved. In the end, nearly all the merit pay and career ladder plans of the Nation at Risk era—underfunded, unpopular, and overly bureaucratic—were defunct by the end of the 1980s. Supposedly more objective measures of teachers based on student test scores would emerge in the national conversation in the late 1990s, in large part because both union leaders and some reformers had for so long refused to trust principals to evaluate their staffs.

While merit pay failed in the 1980s, in another respect the Reagan administration achieved its education goals by displacing the previous era’s commitment to school desegregation.

On October 8, 1984, in the thick of his reelection campaign, President Reagan appeared in front of a majority-white audience in Charlotte, North Carolina. He claimed the city’s storied busing program “takes innocent children out of the neighborhood school and makes them pawns in a social experiment that nobody wants. And we’ve found out that it failed.” To Reagan’s surprise, he was greeted with stony silence, not cheers.

In response to a 1971 Supreme Court ruling, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district had developed a desegregation plan that paired kindergarten through third-grade schools in majority-white neighborhoods with fourth-grade through sixth-grade schools in majority-black neighborhoods. Each cohort of children was bused for half of their elementary school career, and no school in the district could be more than 50 percent black. What Reagan’s speechwriters did not realize was that the plan was popular and academically effective. Students of all races demonstrated steady test score gains in Charlotte after desegregation. A greater proportion of the district’s financial resources and experienced teachers moved to schools in low-income neighborhoods, which gained powerful advocates in the parents of middle-class and white children bused in from more affluent areas. The day after Reagan’s comments, the Charlotte Observer editorialized that the district’s integration program was, in fact, the region’s “proudest achievement.”

It was an achievement the Reagan administration actively worked to undermine. Early leaders in the teacher accountability movement were often simultaneously engaged in efforts to defund and delegitimize desegregation. In 1980, under President Carter, the Department of Justice filed twenty-two school desegregation suits. The following year, under President Reagan, it pursued just ten desegregation cases. In 1984 Secretary Bell spent $1 million of his discretionary budget to seed fifty-one new teacher merit pay plans across the country, even as the Reagan administration denied tens of millions of dollars of previously promised funding to school districts, such as Chicago’s, which were struggling to implement desegregation orders. Bell was even on the record in support of a federal law or constitutional amendment to forbid busing as an integration strategy.

In 1981 Reagan had appointed Robert Potter, a onetime anti-busing activist, to the U.S. District Court in western North Carolina. In September 1999, Potter ruled in favor of a Charlotte father who sued the school district to end busing, arguing that it discriminated against his biracial daughter, who was white and Latina. What happened next was tragic. According to research from the labor economist C. Kirabo Jackson, as Charlotte schools reverted to the demographics of their surrounding neighborhoods between 2002 and 2005, schools that became predominantly black suffered a loss of high-quality teachers as measured by growth in students’ test scores, teachers’ years of experience, and scores on teacher certification tests. Though black teachers were more likely than white teachers to remain in majority-black schools, those black teachers who left had been more effective than those who remained—especially at increasing the achievement of black students. Jackson estimated that this shift in the distribution of effective teachers could explain up to 7.5 percent of the achievement gap between black and white children in Charlotte. The movement of experienced teachers away from high-poverty schools has often been cited as proof of white teachers’ racist attitudes. And while discrimination certainly accounts for some of the movement, the fact is that many effective nonwhite teachers, too, seem to prefer working in integrated or middle-class settings. Part of the explanation is that high-poverty, minority-majority schools are more likely to experience administrative turnover and inept management, which erode teacher job satisfaction over the long term.

There is a wealth of other evidence that integration can boost student achievement. A second study of Charlotte, from economists Stephen Billings, David Deming, and Jonah Rockoff, found that between 2002, when schools resegregated, and 2011 the math achievement gap between the races widened. Young minority males assigned to Charlotte schools that experienced an influx of nonwhite students were more likely to be arrested and imprisoned than their demographically identical neighbors who remained in more integrated schools. In a separate paper, Byron Lutz of the Federal Reserve demonstrated that the end of court-ordered busing in northern school districts led to an increase in black high school dropout rates. (Interestingly, dropout rates did not change in southern districts that were released from busing orders. This could be because northern districts interpreted desegregation orders more faithfully than southern ones did, so the impact of lifting the court orders was more severe. Or it could be because some southern cities, like Nashville and Charlotte, pledged to accompany desegregation by increased investment in majority-black schools.)

One of the most compelling studies of the relationship between school integration and student achievement was conducted by Heather Schwartz of the Century Foundation. She examined Montgomery County, Maryland, where a lottery determines in which public housing development a low-income family lives. The children of families living in public housing within integrated school zones—where poor, typically nonwhite children were less than half of the student body at their schools—experienced an additional 8 points of math gains and 4 points of reading gains on 100-point tests, compared to demographically identical peers placed by lottery in schools where the vast majority of students were poor. In 1980 American school integration reached its height, with 37 percent of black children nationwide attending majority-white schools. After Reagan’s intervention, that progress eroded. By 2000, just 28 percent of black children were in majority-white schools, and 40 percent of black and Latino students attended deeply segregated schools, where 90 to 100 percent of the student body was poor and nonwhite.

The teacher accountability agenda that has emerged over the last two decades—stricter evaluation systems, merit pay, the weakening of teacher tenure, and the creation of alternative pathways into the classroom, like Teach for America—is often talked about as a sort of next step in school reform, because integration failed. In her 2011 book A Chance to Make History, TFA founder Wendy Kopp wrote, “In the sixties and seventies we committed to desegregate schools in order to ensure that all of our nation’s children have access to an equal education. Unfortunately, though, poor and minority students continued to lag academically.”*4 The conclusion that desegregation did not work is not fair, though—because the United States did not, in fact, commit to integration. In 1974 the Supreme Court ruled in Milliken v. Bradley that majority-white northern school districts had no responsibility to cooperate with inner-city schools toward the goal of integration, even in regions where affluent all-white school districts were just a few minutes away from urban neighborhoods ravaged by poverty. Desegregation was never widely implemented outside the South, and where it was implemented, as in Charlotte or Montgomery County, it often succeeded in raising student achievement to a similar or greater degree than did later teacher accountability reforms. Today there is still a demand for integrated schools. In cities like Boston and Hartford, tens of thousands of parents have their children on waitlists to be bused to higher-quality suburban schools. From Brooklyn to Atlanta to Los Angeles, a small group of socioeconomically diverse charter schools has proven enormously popular with families. So it is unfortunate that these two strains of American education reform, integration and teacher accountability, rarely work in tandem.

Since 1980 the federal government has done almost nothing to encourage local school districts to create racially and socioeconomically mixed schools, even as billions of dollars are sent to states and districts that agree to tie teacher pay and evaluation to student test scores and to open new charter schools, most of which are as racially and socioeconomically homogeneous as the schools the civil rights crusaders fought to reform.

When “education governor” Bill Clinton became president, he sought to push the standards and accountability movement further and faster. Through two pieces of 1994 legislation, the Improving America’s Schools Act and Goals 2000, Washington required states to adopt new curriculum standards and tests in order to receive Title I money. Clinton hoped to address one of Title I’s long-standing flaws: that states and school districts lacked the expertise to create high-quality curricular materials. He tried to establish a National Education Standards and Improvement Council where researchers would use best practices to develop standards, textbooks, and tests that states and local schools could choose to adopt. But in 1995 the GOP-controlled Congress withdrew support for the program, and it never launched. By the late 1990s, education reformers who had applauded A Nation at Risk were hugely frustrated at the continued lack of oversight of failing schools. States had new tests, but if scores remained low year after year, there were no consequences.

One of those frustrated reformers was Kati Haycock. She began her career in the 1970s, managing affirmative action programs and student outreach for the University of California system. That experience led her to conclude that college was too late to close achievement gaps between white and minority children, and that the real work was in K—12 school reform. In 1990 Haycock quit her job as executive vice president of the Children’s Defense Fund, a civil rights organization whose motto was “Leave no child behind.” Her new project, the Education Trust, became a totally new kind of progressive advocacy group, one that unapologetically used test scores—long considered suspicious on the Left—to argue that education, especially better teachers, could effectively fight poverty.

The Education Trust distributed massive data books ranking states on many indicators of educational quality, to spread the word to the media that public schools were in dire trouble: In many districts half of all black and Latino kids were dropping out of high school, and throughout the nation the achievement gap between black and white children was growing. What was the Education Trust’s theory as to why? In later years Haycock would talk more explicitly about removing bad tenured teachers from the classroom. But in the 1990s her focus was on many of the factors that accountability hawks today downplay: inequalities in funding, pre-service teacher qualifications (like scores on certification exams), and years of teaching experience. In 1990 the average middle-class, predominantly white school spent nearly $1,400 more per pupil than the typical low-income school. In New York City’s high-poverty public schools at the time, a third of all teachers had failed their licensing exam at least once, compared to one in twenty teachers in the rest of the state. Eighty-six percent of science teachers in majority-white schools were certified to teach science, compared to 54 percent in majority-minority schools. Poor children were twice as likely “to serve as training fodder for inexperienced teachers,” the Education Trust reported. Another issue was the teachers unions’ treasured class-size laws, which in states like California and Florida led to a burst in the hiring of underqualified teachers, without lowering class sizes to the very low number—sixteen students—that research showed actually benefits young children.

Haycock, who is white, often painted a grim picture of incompetent urban teachers with woefully low expectations for students, such as one who told eleventh graders to “color a poster” about To Kill a Mockingbird instead of writing an essay. In 1992 she characterized teacher’s assistants paid through Title 1, the Great Society program, as “semiliterate aides who repeatedly mispronounce words,” thus miseducating poor students of color.

Haycock warned fellow liberals that if they did not begin holding teachers and schools accountable, the public education system would be decimated by demands for private school vouchers. “The polls among black folk around vouchers versus public education are an indication that you cannot continue screwing a whole bunch of people and have them not catch you at it and decide that the game is so rigged that they may not continue to play,” she said in 1998. She was equally harsh on the legacy of the community control movement, the last major left-of-center effort to insist on better teachers for poor children’s schools. “Twenty or 30 years ago, people really did believe that black or Hispanic kids needed something different—voodoo education, multicultural, whatever. What I think is so clear now is that what they need is the same thing white kids need, the same thing suburban kids need. It’s high-quality education with high expectations from teachers who know their stuff. There’s no mystery about this and there’s no reason we can’t supply it to all our kids.”

Haycock often cited Texas as a state that was making positive strides. After A Nation at Risk, Texas created a statewide accountability system in which schools that failed to raise test scores could be denied funding. Sure enough, test scores rose, improvement heralded as the “Texas Miracle.” When George W. Bush spoke during his presidential campaign about using a similar approach to allocate Title I funding nationwide, Haycock was enthusiastic, telling reporter Joan Walsh of Salon in 1999 that the Clinton White House and Democrats in general had become too timid on school reform, scared to focus on the needs of poor children over middle-class children. “Bush’s message on education gives me more hope that something might happen for poor kids than what I’m hearing elsewhere,” Haycock said.

When Bush entered the White House after a divisive election, he knew bipartisan support would be key to passing a school accountability bill—and that the Education Trust could help provide a progressive imprimatur. His administration riffed off the slogan of the Children’s Defense Fund, Haycock’s old employer, in naming its signature education proposal: No Child Left Behind. Bush introduced the law in 2001 with the beautiful promise of freeing poor nonwhite children from “the soft bigotry of low expectations”—the problem Kati Haycock had been talking about for over a decade. In a fit of irrational optimism, Congress declared that by 2014, 100 percent of American children—including poor children and those who were not native English speakers—would be “proficient” in reading and math, as measured by new state standardized tests to be given every year in grades 3 through 8, and at least once in high school.

No Child Left Behind’s sanctions were focused not on individual teachers, but on schools. Those that did not bring all students up to proficiency would be publicly declared failing, and could lose Title I funding or get taken over by their states. Based in part on the Education Trust’s recommendation that more teachers of poor children should have majors in the subjects they taught, the law also told states that all teachers, including those in low-income schools, must be “highly qualified” and certified. Crucially, states could choose their own standards and tests for kids and decide what constituted passing them, as well as what rendered a teacher highly qualified and certified.

The political scientists David Cohen and Susan Moffitt argue that most federal attempts to improve local schools fail because in our constitutionally decentralized education system there are few policy “bridging instruments”—like high-quality tests or national school inspectors—to provide states and districts with the expertise they would need to fulfill federal mandates. That was certainly the case with No Child Left Behind. State education departments had neither the will nor the way to take over the management of hundreds of underperforming schools. As a result, many states followed the letter but not the spirit of the law and made their new tests absurdly easy for kids to pass. In Texas a student who scored 13 percent was declared proficient. In 2009 Alabama reported that 86 percent of its fourth graders were proficient in reading, even though according to the gold standard National Assessment of Educational Progress, only 28 percent of Alabama children were proficient readers. While some states, like Massachusetts, chose on their own to adopt rigorous academic standards and high-quality tests, the top-down shaming and threats associated with NCLB, combined with lax federal oversight, discouraged states from reaching for rigorous academic goals. Parents whose children were far behind international norms for grade-level performance were told their kids were proficient. And the law did next to nothing to change the distribution of effective teachers. Perhaps the most lasting outcome of the “highly qualified teacher” provision was that Teach for America, in an early flexing of its political muscle, successfully lobbied for a loophole that defined uncertified alternative-route teachers as high-quality, as long as they were enrolled in a program that provided professional development.

In the years after NCLB became law, more schools adopted scripted or so-called teacher proof curricula, like Success for All, which standardize lesson plans and materials across all the classrooms in a school and provide prescriptive day-to-day, even minute-to-minute schedules for teachers to follow. But most teachers noticed NCLB primarily through its annual testing mandate, the first of its kind in American history, which required that all fifty states adopt testing schemes for grades three through eight. In elementary and middle school classrooms, test questions sometimes became the de facto curriculum, especially in the low-income schools that were under the most pressure to raise scores and had the least rigorous curricula to begin with. The education journalist Linda Perlstein described this phenomenon in Tested, her book about a third-grade teacher working diligently to bring her low-income students up to “proficiency” on the Maryland State Assessment. The teacher knew from past exams that students would likely be asked to identify the “features of a poem,” such as rhyme, stanzas, and rhythm. On more than thirty occasions the students copied some variation of the following from an overhead projector: “I know this is a poem because it has stanzas and rhyme. I know the text has stanzas and not paragraphs because they didn’t indent.…” The class wrote actual poems three times—one haiku and two acrostics—and did almost no lessons from the science curriculum because science tests were not yet required by NCLB.

Research confirmed Perlstein’s anecdotal evidence that the curriculum had narrowed. A survey of administrators found that 65 percent of all districts, and 75 percent of those with at least one school in danger of “failing,” increased instructional time for reading and math while decreasing time for social studies, science, art, music, physical education, and even recess. There were signs of other perverse incentives, too: Schools transferred some of their best teachers out of the earliest grades, kindergarten through second, and into the tested grades, third through eighth, despite evidence that good instruction in those early years has the most profound impact on children’s long-term reading ability. Teachers showered attention on so-called “bubble kids,” those right beneath the proficiency threshold, while ignoring the needs of high-ability students who would pass the tests no matter what, or low-ability ones who had little chance of rising to the proficiency bar. And there was cheating. In Florida, schools were more likely to suspend struggling students in advance of test days so they wouldn’t bring down school averages. In 2003 it turned out that the “Texas Miracle” of higher standards and swiftly rising test scores for minority children had been a sham: Schools fudged dropout rates and gave struggling students special education designations just so that their test scores would not affect accountability ratings. Other students were told to stay home on test days.

By 2005 the NEA’s national survey of teachers showed that 60 percent identified “testing demands/teaching to the test” as the single biggest hindrance to public education. In a 2009 valedictory speech reflecting on his education legacy, President Bush addressed NCLB’s anti-testing critics. “The key to measuring is to test,” he said. “And by the way, I’ve heard every excuse in the book why we should not test: Oh, there’s too many tests; you teach the test; testing is intrusive; testing is not the role of government. How can you possibly determine whether a child can read at grade level if you don’t test? And for those who claim we’re teaching the test, uh-uh. We’re teaching a child to read so he or she can pass the test. Testing is important to solve problems. You can’t solve them unless you diagnose the problem in the first place.”

Bush had not acknowledged the law’s true shortcoming: that it tied high stakes to low-quality academic standards. That said, the greatest legacy of No Child Left Behind was making the problem of the achievement gap visible on a national scale for the first time. The law required that states collect comprehensive achievement data and break down the results by race, class, English-language status, and disability status. Weaknesses among certain groups of students could no longer be masked by a school’s overall good test scores.

Four decades of presidential leadership on education had raised the public’s expectations about what schools could do to close inequality gaps, and had finally resulted in a national treasure trove of student achievement data. Policy ideas like desegregation, parent leadership, and the multicultural curriculum were out. Standardized testing was in. Meanwhile, outside Washington a network of renegade education researchers was beginning to use student test scores in a whole new way—to measure the success not only of schools, but also of individual teachers.



*1 The National Teacher Exam, published by ETS, was the same test southern states used post-Brown to effectively pay black teachers less or deny them credentials entirely.

*2 The spirit of the data wall continues with President Obama’s Race to the Top program, in which states compete to enact school reform agendas built according to the administration’s specifications. For teachers, this now means evaluation and pay tied to student test scores and other measures of academic achievement.

*3 Nine years later, Wendy Kopp would cite “Why Teachers Can’t Teach” in her Princeton senior thesis, laying out a plan for the organization that would become Teach for America.

*4 In July 2013 Teach for America invited me to its alumni conference to moderate a panel on school integration. By then, Kopp had stepped down as CEO.




• Chapter Nine •

“Big, Measurable Goals”

A DATA-DRIVEN VISION FOR MILLENNIAL TEACHING

Though she would later write that she felt like an outsider at Princeton—she never joined one of the college’s storied eating clubs—Wendy Kopp was well known on campus. A petite blonde from Texas with a Princess Diana haircut, she was the publisher and editor in chief of Business Today, a nationally distributed magazine for college students, founded in 1968 by Steve Forbes and two other Princeton undergrads. Each year Business Today ran a national essay competition for college students interested in corporate careers. The winners attended a conference in New York, where they networked with executives. In an early example of her fund-raising prowess, Kopp grew the publication’s annual budget from $300,000 to $1.4 million. Her secret was asking the CEOs she interviewed for articles to buy ads in the magazine, instead of having her salespeople get in touch later with lower-level staff. Going straight to the top worked.

During her senior year Kopp joined her classmates in applying for jobs on Wall Street and with consulting firms. Then at Business Today’s fall 1988 conference she attended a session on the national teacher shortage. As Kopp and the other conference-goers learned about the crisis in teaching—12 percent of first-year teachers across the country were uncertified, clustered in urban and rural areas—they started to discuss whether they should teach. Most said they’d be open to the idea, as long as they didn’t have to major in education. (Princeton had a teacher certification program, but Kopp hadn’t heard much about it.) Though their cohort of college students had been parodied as the Me Generation, motivated by money above all else, they were also enthusiastic about community service. Kopp called it “the new idealism,” a “yuppie volunteering spirit” that inspired even New York City bankers to staff soup kitchens. But what if elite young college graduates could be convinced to do more—to teach in low-income public schools, even for a short period of time?

That conversation turned Kopp into a public policy entrepreneur, one who would come to dominate the long-running debate over teaching in America. Skipping classes, she withdrew from the world to produce an extraordinarily ambitious senior thesis, “An Argument and Plan for the Creation of the Teacher Corps.” The paper’s rhetoric was filled with moral panic borrowed from A Nation at Risk: Compared to Japan, the United States was suffering from a dilapidated school system. Companies like Motorola and Xerox had trouble finding workers with decent literacy skills. Poor teaching was to blame, she wrote, since education majors had low SAT scores and grades.

Kopp crafted her thesis to suit a small-government era. Unlike the national Teacher Corps, which had existed from 1966 to 1981, the teacher corps she imagined would not be federally funded, but would instead be supported by foundations and corporate donors—just as in the nineteenth century, Catharine Beecher raised money from wealthy individuals to send East Coast girls to teach in western frontier schools. Nineteen-sixties postcollege antipoverty programs, like the old Teacher Corps and the Peace Corps, had taken on a “politicized nature,” Kopp critiqued, and had asked recruits to live among the poor. Her teacher corps would not be radical but pragmatic. While the old Teacher Corps had aimed to bring innovative ideas, like the culturally relevant reading list, into schools, Kopp’s corps would be simply a straightforward effort to prepare “the brightest minds” to do “the best possible job during the two years they would be teaching,” using established methods conveyed during a summer training institute. Under the terms of the Higher Education Act, recruits would be able to defer repayment of their college loans, an arrangement that would be especially attractive to graduates from low-income and minority backgrounds.

Kopp thought it would be wonderful if corps members chose teaching as a long-term career. Some surely would. But for most, the program would provide a “break” from “fast-paced lives to serve the nation,” she wrote. Later in life, as lawyers or business leaders, former corps members would be able to speak with passion and authority about the importance of public education, and this would seed a nationwide, elite-driven movement for school improvement.*1 What’s more, the media attention sure to fix on an effort to place Ivy Leaguers in poor kids’ classrooms would “send the signal that [teaching] is fulfilling and meaningful, that it is challenging, that it is important and respectable.”

Kopp’s thesis relied on a comparison between teaching and volunteer work. Since the nineteenth century, this conception has worked against efforts to pay teachers more and attract more men and more ambitious women to the profession. It was all well and good to assert that teaching deserved higher prestige. But if recruits to Kopp’s program entered the classroom as if on a missionary vacation and left after only a few years, wouldn’t the opposite seem true—that for the smartest, most ambitious people, teaching was not prestigious but a pit stop on the way to a real job?

While researching her thesis, Kopp reached out to the NEA, and Sharon Robinson, the national union’s director of instruction, sent her a cautious letter in response. Although the concept of a new teacher corps was “an interesting one,” Robinson wrote, it would be effective only if it attracted “career educators” to the classroom. “Even a suggestion that acceptable levels of expertise could develop in short termers simply doesn’t mesh with what those of us in the business know it takes to do the job—much less with what our young people need and deserve.” Kopp took note and made clear in her thesis that union cooperation would be crucial. The new teacher corps was merely “an emergency response to a shortage of experienced, qualified teachers” in high-needs schools, she wrote, “and would therefore not be telling the nation that its inexperienced members were preferable to, or as qualified as, experienced teachers.”

After turning in her thesis, Kopp revised it into a thirty-page proposal for grant funding and began applying her Business Today skills to the task of bringing Teach for America, as she later named it, to life. She remembered that Ross Perot had been a leader in Dallas education reform (chiefly in the area of merit pay), and she made sure he got a copy. Union Carbide, the chemicals manufacturer, donated office space in Manhattan, and Mobil offered Teach for America its first grant, for $26,000. With that money Kopp was able to support herself in New York after graduation, where she shared an apartment in an Upper West Side brownstone with two other young women. She paid $500 per month in rent but was rarely home; along with her growing staff, she routinely stayed at the office until two or three a.m. Her first hire was Whitney Tilson, a friend of her brother’s who had graduated from the exclusive Northfield Mount Hermon boarding school and then Harvard. Tilson’s parents had been Peace Corps volunteers. Daniel Oscar, a Princeton alum who had taught in China, also came on board. The group’s relentlessness, fueled by Kopp’s charisma and Business Today connections, paid off. Perot eventually donated a $500,000 challenge grant, which helped TFA raise an additional $1.5 million. The organization’s early backers included Merck, Chrysler, Morgan Stanley, Hertz, and the Carnegie and Kellogg foundations.

In November 1989, 160 college students were trained at Princeton as recruiters and dispatched to search a hundred campuses for potential Teach for America members. Many seniors first heard about TFA from flyers like this one, which had the intriguing title “Something to Think About,” and promised recruits a feel-good interlude of sorts:


Do you have the least bit of indecision about your plans after graduation? Would you consider devoting two years to teach for America, in either elementary or high school grades, to make her a continuously competitive nation, one capable of continued sustenance of her democratic institutions, with equal opportunity for all? Math and science majors—remember that America has been steadily sliding in her technical and scientific capability. People of color, recall that perhaps the single greatest key to achieving full equality lies in achieving high levels of education. Liberal arts majors, remember that America is headed toward dangerously low levels of literacy, at precisely the time that they need to be high. Yalies, remember the great privilege we’ve been given, and please consider, before embarking on your ambitious careers, to devote two years toward bolstering the general strength and well being of our nation.



At Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, Alex Pearl’s roommate saw a similar flyer and told him about it. Pearl was a campus activist who had served on a student committee that supported university cafeteria and maintenance workers when they were demanding higher wages. He had volunteered as a Big Brother to a local public school student and traveled to El Salvador to protest the Reagan administration’s support for that nation’s right-wing authoritarian government. But he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do after graduation. So along with 2,500 other seniors from across the country, he applied to join TFA’s inaugural class. Pearl wrote an essay, taught a five-minute sample lesson, and was interviewed for an hour. He and nearly five hundred others were selected. They would begin teaching in the fall of 1990, after an eight-week training institute, including one week of teaching in Los Angeles summer schools.

It was during “Institute” that the tensions between TFA’s straight-laced founders and activist recruits like Alex Pearl first exploded. The corps members were living in the dorms at the University of Southern California. After sessions listening to anecdotal lectures from teachers and education experts, a party atmosphere took hold in the evenings. Within a few days, TFA’s few dozen nonwhite recruits mounted a protest: They felt the group discussions about low-income teaching were uninformed by real-world experience. How could this group of mostly young white upper-class college graduates hope to truly understand poor black and brown children and their neighborhoods? The implied question—should teachers be selected from within their students’ communities?—was age-old in American education, but it had not been the focus of Kopp’s research. She was terrified and holed up in her room to escape the onslaught of negativity.

It would only continue. Deborah Appleman, a Carleton College education professor who sat in on the Institute’s training sessions, wasn’t impressed. On August 8, 1990, she wrote a Christian Science Monitor op-ed titled “Teach for America: Is Idealism Enough?” Appleman called the idea of an eight-week teaching crash course “ludicrous,” noting that TFA was doing little to train recruits in how to plan lessons or tailor their instruction to reach bilingual or special-education students. Alex Pearl agreed. Within a few hours of stepping into his third-grade classroom at Anderson Elementary School in Compton, he realized he was woefully unprepared to teach. He had no concrete strategy to manage a classroom or impart knowledge to students. If it hadn’t been for the veteran black teacher in the classroom next door, Cleopatra Duncan, who shared her lesson plans with Pearl and taught him how to control a classroom—by expressing a firm sort of love—he might have quit.

Of the first class of TFA recruits, 80 percent fulfilled their two-year commitment, and 42 percent stayed in teaching beyond that (including, as we shall see, Alex Pearl). It was a higher attrition rate than the national average, but lower than the turnover in many of the chaotic low-income schools where TFA recruits were hired. Michael Shapiro, a journalist who wrote an early book on TFA, noted that although the program’s training was inadequate, so were many traditional teacher certification programs. Like TFA in its early years, college education departments were often too theoretical and unspecific about pedagogy and lesson planning. And as with TFA, the student teaching stints required by traditional certification programs were too short. “What Teach for America had accomplished in its first summer of teacher training was to condense into eight weeks the same shortcomings that traditional education schools stretched out over four years,” Shapiro wrote.

Despite such early criticism, over the next decade TFA became one of the most coveted postgraduation placements for young Americans. Philanthropic support continued to grow, and the program attracted overwhelming media attention. Teach for America teachers became some of the most scrutinized workers in the nation, with researchers tracking their career trajectories, their attitudes about politics and society, and their students’ test scores. The debate TFA opened up about teacher preparation and quality teaching, while often rancorous, has been deeper and more evidence based than any the nation has had since the inception of common schooling in the nineteenth century. In part, this is because so many TFA alumni have written frankly about their experiences and have had the connections to amplify their critiques and defenses of the program through magazine articles, books, and op-eds.

Jonathan Schorr was one early critic from within the TFA family. After sixteen years of private schooling, including college at Yale, Schorr sailed through his TFA summer institute student teaching, in which he was responsible for a group of only four students. He entered his classroom at Pasadena High School with naïve enthusiasm. But as the newest teacher, Schorr was assigned the toughest students, and he found himself trying, and often failing, to reach a group of kids who included teen parents and students with severe disabilities, behavior problems, and legal troubles. “Giving the least experienced teachers the toughest classes to teach is a stupid plan, even for the most eager of teachers,” Schorr concluded in a widely cited 1993 Phi Delta Kappan article. “Though I would not have admitted it at the time, I—perhaps like most TFAers—harbored dreams of liberating my students from public school mediocrity and offering them as good an education as I had received. But I was not ready.” He recommended that, as in the Cardozo Project and the National Teacher Corps, all first-year teachers teach only half a day and spend the rest of their work time observing classroom veterans and reflecting on their practice. Kopp dismissed this suggestion. She felt the most ambitious college graduates, the type of people she wanted to participate in TFA, would want to be in charge of a classroom right from the start.

TFA’s most persistent adversary was Linda Darling-Hammond, a respected researcher then at Columbia University’s Teachers College. In a 1994 essay she excoriated TFA for being “a frankly missionary program” that elevated the résumé building of its recruits over the educational needs of poor children. She pushed back against the reflexive disdain for education majors. Indeed, studies of teachers’ impact on student achievement found that certain types of education classes, especially methods courses in specific disciplines, like the teaching of math or the teaching of science, were helpful. Lots of education programs were subpar, Darling-Hammond admitted. But some, such as the graduate-level teacher preparation programs at Teachers College, Harvard, Vanderbilt, and the University of Michigan, were competitive and highly respected. Even at the undergrad level, 10 percent of entering teacher-ed students nationwide had SAT scores in the top fifth of the distribution. All this suggested that public education already had a small but significant group of highly intelligent, mission-driven teachers. With all the attention paid to TFA, those professionals could feel invisible, as if all traditionally trained educators were lazy and ineffectual, their schools waiting passively for the booster shot of enthusiasm provided by Wendy Kopp and her small army of saviors.

All too often the public discussion of school reform has pitted TFA recruits against veteran teachers, in a competition for legitimacy that relies on gross generalizations about what this or that kind of teacher is like. “We need an entirely new teaching workforce,” Dave Levin, an early TFA corps member who co-founded the KIPP charter school network, said in the late 1990s. “There are some great teachers out there, but they’ve been mixed among a bad element for too long.” Years later Joel Klein, the chancellor of the New York City public schools under Mayor Mike Bloomberg, said, “Generally, the TFA teachers are much less excuse-bound and more entrepreneurial and creative.” The organization’s critics have been equally harsh. “TFA members do not work in service of public education,” wrote Catherine Michna, an apostate TFA alumna who in 2013 announced that as a professor of education, she refuses to write recommendation letters for students who want to enter the corps. “They work in service of a corporate reform agenda that rids communities of veteran teachers, privatizes public schools, and forces a corporatized, data-driven culture upon unique low-income communities with unique dynamics and unique challenges.” If Teach for America and its allies have sometimes promoted a moral panic about career educators, this relatively small organization has also provoked a virulent moral panic among its critics.

In my experience as an education reporter, Teach for America recruits are neither the saviors nor the banes of public education. Rather, like other novice educators I’ve observed and interviewed, they run the gamut from talented and passionate to lackluster and burned out. What corps members share is the experience of being introduced to teaching through a truncated training process that stresses strict discipline and quantifiable results.

Samantha Arpino is a petite native Brooklynite with an eyebrow ring, a nose ring, and long, dark curls. She graduated in 2013 from the State University at Albany, majoring in women’s studies and communications. Alongside her sorority sisters she helped organize her college’s SlutWalk, part of an international protest movement against rape. She marched with a megaphone wearing a crop top, with the words NOT “ASKING FOR IT” painted on her belly.

A few months later Arpino was teaching summer school kindergarten in the South Bronx, at the Hyde Leadership Charter School. For the five weeks of Teach for America’s summer training institute—its twenty-third, now held in eleven cities, preparing more than six thousand corps members—Arpino lived with six hundred other recruits in college dorms in Queens. Each day she and seventy others were bused to Hyde, arriving by seven a.m. They supervised the kids’ breakfast, then spent the morning teaching under the watchful eyes of mentors—generally young TFA alumni with just two or three years of classroom experience. The mentors flooded the newbies with advice: Speak louder. Move around the room. Stick to your lesson plan. In the afternoons Arpino and the other corps members attended workshops on topics such as how to teach students who are learning English (use a lot of hand gestures, they were told). Then they went back to the dorm and planned the next day’s lessons.

The schedule was grueling. At one afternoon workshop, several corps members nodded off in the back of the room. But looking at Arpino as she taught, you’d have never known she was tired. She knelt on the floor in a floral-print dress, in front of five cross-legged black and Latino first graders, all clad in the Hyde uniform of khaki pants and navy polo shirts. Arpino speaks with the nasal, drawn-out vowels of a working-class New Yorker; she was the first in her family to attend college, and she is determined that her students will be the first in their families, too. The goal of the day’s lesson was to help children understand that every story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. To do that, Arpino read the kids Beanie and the Missing Bear, a story constructed to help young children understand basic literary concepts: setting (a house), character (Beanie and her sister), and timeline (Beanie loses her teddy bear and finds it again). Every time Arpino introduced a new idea, she repeated herself several times in a singsong voice, answering her own question. “I’m thinking,” she said, tapping her temple with her index finger, “that this happens in the middle of the story. In what part of the story does this happen? The middle, the middle, the middle.”

It was almost lunchtime, and the kids were yawning and fidgety. Arpino stopped every few minutes to enforce rules on how to sit. “I’m waiting for all my scholars to sit in criss-cross-applesauce!” she demanded. “With their hands folded and back straight. We have to grow our brains for first grade! Because why? Why do we grow our brains?”

“For second grade!” said Melvin.

“Yeah, but what’s the big goal?” she asked.

“College!” cried a little girl named Chanel.

“Yes, college,” Arpino repeated. “And then we can change the world.”

Later on I visited the fourth-grade math class of Tarik Walmsley, a lanky University of Washington graduate who was homeschooled at his students’ age. Walmsley’s lesson was on the idea that multiplication and division are inverse operations: that 8 × 2 = 16 and 16 ÷ 2 = 8. He passed out small plastic blocks and had the kids arrange them in various groupings: four groups of four blocks each, two groups of eight blocks each. Student behavior had been a challenge, Walmsley told me. One girl sometimes got up from her seat to dance across the classroom. A boy with a special-ed diagnosis could answer problems on paper but had trouble speaking up in front of his classmates. On a quiz, he wrote Walmsley a note: “Teacher, you think I’m stupid, but I’m not.”

On the wall was a chart showing a ladder, each level representing one behavioral demerit. Step 1 is a warning. At Step 3, a child is sent to the “icebox,” an isolated chair at the back of the classroom. By Step 5, a parent is notified, and the child is removed from the classroom. Each student’s name was written on a wooden clothespin, and as he or she accrued demerits, the pin moved up the ladder. Like Arpino with her kindergarteners, Walmsley spent an extraordinary amount of time policing how his fourth graders sat. Were their eyes “tracking” the teacher? Were pencils resting in the pencil groove of the desk? He didn’t hesitate to give demerits for small infractions. “Remember how I was talking about chocolate milk? How milk and chocolate are our products?” he asked the students, referencing the previous day’s multiplication lesson. When a boy named Anthony answered, “Yes!” he earned a demerit for speaking out of turn. By the end of the period, Anthony’s clothespin had moved up the ladder, and Anthony was sitting in the icebox, scowling.

After class Walmsley said, “Being stern is not what I grew up with. But it feels useful and fair.” He acknowledged he was still learning how to teach. His TFA mentor had said he was performing like only a “typical” teacher; his students were not yet demonstrating the “dramatic” or “path-breaking” levels of achievement TFA expects, and which the program literature told recruits would eventually close the national achievement gap between affluent and poor children.

While TFA was once criticized for producing teachers with little idea of how to manage a classroom or create a lesson plan, today TFA offers its corps members a prescriptive set of directions on how to teach, and even how to think about teaching. It is called Teaching as Leadership. Teach for America is often lauded as an alternative to hidebound graduate schools of education, but the central idea of Teaching as Leadership is borrowed from two theorists, Jay McTighe and Grant Wiggins, whose ideas are popular at some traditional teachers colleges, too. McTighe and Wiggins call their concept “backward design,” and TFA calls it “backward planning.” According to the Teaching as Leadership sourcebook, the first step in backward planning, whether one is teaching public school or running a company, is for the visionary leader to come up with “a big measurable goal.” For a CEO, that goal might be to sell one million gadgets. For teachers, TFA recommends goals like “All my first graders will advance two reading levels within one school year,” or “I will put my sixth-grade students on a path to get accepted into competitive high schools in our city.” Citing “Pygmalion in the Classroom,” the 1968 study showing that children earn higher test scores when their teachers have high expectations, the Teaching as Leadership book tells recruits not to worry if the goal seems too ambitious—even “crazy”—for a classroom full of students who are far behind grade level. Thinking big is the point. And it warns teachers against perhaps worthwhile but unquantifiable goals like “I will turn my English students into lifelong readers” or “I will develop my history students’ sense of citizenship.”

The next step is to determine what data can be collected to prove the big goal has been achieved. The data will almost always be test scores, from either a state standardized test, a district test, or a test the teacher finds or creates on her own. A sixth-grade teacher might know that students need at least an 85 on the state’s end-of-year English test to be considered for competitive high schools. So she will pore over exam questions from previous years and will target every lesson plan, homework assignment, and student assessment toward building the skills that will enable her students to do well on that test. If she has to, she will host evening tutoring sessions at McDonald’s, tempting her students with free food. She will write a weekly class newsletter with celebratory “shout-outs” to students who perform well on quizzes. When she calls or visits a student’s home, she will seek to “invest” parents in the big goal.

During the recruitment and selection process, TFA seeks corps members who are likely to embrace this backward-planning, data-driven mind-set. The organization constantly tracks which recruits produce the largest test score gains for their students, reviews those teachers’ characteristics, then looks for new candidates who display similar achievements and behaviors during the interview process.

Teach for America was founded during an era of teacher shortages and promoted on the basis that it was filling a great need. Today, with teacher layoffs and high unemployment, the organization cannot justify itself on the same grounds and instead explicitly advertises its corps members as more effective than veteran teachers. The research consensus on TFA suggests that corps members are about equally effective at raising students’ test scores as teachers from all other pathways, though better in math than in reading and writing. A September 2013 study from Mathematica Policy Research found that TFA middle and high school math teachers outperform other math teachers in their schools, though only by the equivalent of students gaining 3 points on a 100-point test. The researchers could not discern exactly why. Like other research on teacher credentials, the study found that regardless of the pathway into the classroom, teachers who majored in math or who had attended selective colleges did not seem to significantly outperform other teachers with less impressive résumés.*2 So if the “best and brightest” theory isn’t true—if traditional meritocratic credentials aren’t the reason that TFA teachers are good at their jobs—then what accounts for many corps members’ success?

The work of John Hattie provides some clues. He is an education researcher from New Zealand who has reviewed eight hundred meta-analyses that summarize the results of over fifty thousand education studies. Hattie has found that completely separate from a teacher’s demographic traits, a few specific teacher behaviors—including some emphasized by TFA—powerfully influence student achievement. A wealth of research indicates that one of the best things a teacher can do for her students is to set high, individualized expectations for each one of them, regardless of a child’s past performance or whether he comes to class with a label such as low-income, special education, or learning disabled. Effective teachers believe all children can learn—a fundament of the TFA philosophy too—and reject the idea of intelligence as an inborn trait, instead seeing it as something a teacher can develop in every student. In general, academically ineffective teachers are those who set the bar too low; some evidence suggests that half of what is taught in most classes is already known by most students. That brings us to another teacher behavior Hattie identifies as potentially transformative, and which TFA promotes: formative assessment. To avoid teaching children what they have previously learned, teachers should assess students at the beginning of the school year and at the beginning of new units, to identify their strengths and weaknesses. Students should be quizzed again when units end, to determine if concepts and skills have been successfully taught. A cache of studies from cognitive scientists confirms that students score higher on end-of-course standardized tests when they have been periodically quizzed along the way.

Although education research seems to confirm some of TFA’s practices and mind-sets, it calls others into question, particularly those having to do with student discipline. When teachers provide constant, controlling behavioral feedback, as Arpino and Walmsley were being taught to do, they waste precious time they could be spending giving feedback related to the academic content of the lesson, which is far more powerful in terms of raising student achievement. One of the challenges of training a new teacher, Hattie writes, is convincing her that “developing a strong desire to control student behavior can be inconsistent with implementing many conceptual approaches to teaching.”

There has been little convincing research done on those “no excuses” teaching strategies: incentive systems (pizza for good behavior and high test scores); the focus on children’s posture and eye contact as teachers read or lecture; and the school uniforms and silent hallways. Yet this type of teaching has exploded in prominence since the mid-1990s, driven in large part by the strategies and rhetoric used at the KIPP charter schools and adopted by TFA and many of the other charters at which its corps members and alumni increasingly work.*3

The KIPP schools (pronounced “kip”) are the most celebrated in America. They were founded in 1994 by two TFA alums, Dave Levin and Mike Feinberg, who, as struggling first-year teachers in Houston, became entranced by the classroom strategies of Harriet Ball. A magnetic, six-foot-one African American woman, Ball seemed to work miracles with her African American fourth graders. Her students exuberantly sang songs—mnemonics about what they were learning, as well as exhortations of why they were learning (’cause knowledge is power, and power is money, and I want it!)—but when Ball snapped her fingers, they went dead silent. If children acted up or didn’t do their homework, she threatened to transfer them to another teacher’s classroom. They were lucky, she told them, to have her as a teacher, and they better not waste the opportunity.

Ball emphasized education as a privilege and literacy as the pathway to personal financial empowerment—an ideology with a long, proud history in the African American community, traceable to Booker T. Washington. Her high expectations for her students echoed the promise of Rhody McCoy, the superintendent in Ocean Hill—Brownsville, that children would learn if teachers set the right tone. In the 1990s a multiracial group of Generation X education reformers began to adopt and translate these strategies. Levin and Feinberg named their schools KIPP—the Knowledge Is Power Program—after the refrain in Ball’s song. Her “no excuses” methods supposedly proved, as Wendy Kopp has written, that “education can trump poverty,” as long as a teacher accepts her responsibility as the “key variable” driving student outcomes. “We”—not parents, not neighborhoods, not school funding or health care or racism or stable housing—“control our students’ success and failure,” states Teaching as Leadership.

This ideal of the all-powerful individual teacher, solely responsible for raising student achievement in measurable ways, soon transcended start-ups like Teach for America and KIPP to become the foundation of national education policy making during the Obama years. It received a big boost from a new way of evaluating teachers and schools, called value-added measurement.

On May 20, 2003, Kati Haycock of the Education Trust appeared in front of Congress to share her opinion on how No Child Left Behind could be improved. Haycock had been instrumental in pushing for NCLB. Now she had a new message for lawmakers: It was clear that individual teachers, even more than standards or schools themselves, were “the number one ingredient of high achievement” for kids. She cited a body of research from a University of Tennessee statistician named William Sanders. Using a technique called value-added measurement, Haycock said, Sanders had proved that a child with a sequence of good teachers could demonstrate up to 50 points of gain on a 100-point standardized test, “the difference between entry into a selective college and a lifetime working at McDonald’s.” Teachers should be evaluated, she said, on whether they “produce student learning gains.”

Sanders’s claims were stunning. The most important education research of the 1950s and 1960s had been conducted not by testing experts, but by psychologists and sociologists. Kenneth Clark and James Coleman had looked at a broad range of factors that influenced children’s school performance and overall well-being: how many books their parents owned, what toys they played with, whether schools had science laboratories or libraries. When the older generation of researchers tried to pinpoint what made a teacher successful, they often looked for particular personality traits like warmth, extroversion, and conscientiousness. But the explosion of state testing programs since the 1970s provided researchers like Sanders with an unprecedented data trove. Statisticians and economists have used this achievement data to ask a much narrower question: Which teachers raise or lower a child’s test scores?

Value-added measurement is the method researchers developed to find an answer. In its relatively crude, early form, value-added simply used a student’s score on an end-of-year standardized test to predict her score on the following year’s exam. Teachers who presided over larger-than-expected jumps in scores earned above-average value-added ratings. (For example: Sarah scored an 89 in third-grade math. The typical child who scores 89 gets a 91 next year, but Sarah scored a 93 in fourth grade. Those 2 points of unpredicted achievement gain are attributed to her fourth-grade teacher and are computed into the teacher’s value-added rating.)

A more sensitive early value-added formula was developed in Dallas in the mid-1990s, where statisticians recognized the fact that disadvantaged students tend to experience slower academic growth than their middle-class peers, no matter how good their teachers. That’s because poor children are more likely to experience out-of-school disruptions, such as poor nutrition, a move, or homelessness, which can affect learning. The Dallas research team created a value-added equation that included controls for children’s demographic traits, such as parental income and proficiency in English, essentially giving teachers who worked with disadvantaged kids bonus points. This technique found smaller, yet still significant, teacher effects on kids’ test scores.

Value-added measurement changed pretty much everything in our national conversation about student achievement. To assess a school’s improvement or decline, No Child Left Behind compared the “snapshot” score of one group of third graders on an end-of-year math test to the scores of the children who were in third grade the previous year. These snapshots made the teachers and schools that serve poor children look especially bad, because those schools earned low scores year after year. Snapshots obscured whether any individual student was doing better or worse over time. Growth measures that track one group of children over the course of several years, like value-added, present a more nuanced picture. But in 2001, when NCLB was designed, most policy makers in Washington hadn’t heard about value-added. While the law’s real-world consequences were playing out in schools across the country, value-added research grew much more sophisticated. Economists created experiments that randomly assigned students within one school to various teachers, and then measured differences in test score growth. That method eliminated the bias caused by principals clustering the most challenging or most able students in particular classrooms. Researchers also identified more sensitive controls for the factors that influence a child’s test score but are not related to his classroom teacher’s performance. A value-added model developed by the University of Wisconsin for New York City included controls not only for family income and English proficiency, but also for a student’s race, gender, disability status, how often he was absent from class, whether he had been enrolled in summer school, and whether he had recently moved, been suspended, or repeated a grade. The New York City value-added model also compared teachers only to other teachers who taught similar-sized classes, and who had the same number of years of experience.

Using these methods, labor economists produced a massive body of research. It suggested that a teacher’s pathway into the classroom—whether through a traditional teachers college, a graduate-level program in teaching, or an alternative program like Teach for America—hardly mattered with regard to how well they raised student test scores, nor did their college major. There was more value-added variation between teachers within a school than across all the schools in a district—a hopeful finding proving what many urban teachers had long argued: that even “failing” schools employ some excellent educators. First-year teachers were not very good, but they made major leaps in effectiveness by the end of their second year on the job, and they continued improving steadily for five to ten years, after which their measurable performance generally flatlined.

The results of these experiments remain “noisy,” as social scientists say. When value-added is calculated for a teacher using just a single year’s worth of test score data, the error rate is 35 percent—meaning more than one in three teachers who are average will be misclassified as excellent or ineffective, and one in three teachers who excel or are terrible will be called average. Even with three years of data, one in four teachers will be misclassified. It is difficult, if not impossible, to compute an accurate value-added score for teachers who work in teams within a single classroom—a method rapidly growing in popularity—or for the two-thirds of teachers who teach grades or classes not subject to standardized tests.

Some advocates of value-added downplayed these problems and made huge claims based on the technique. The Stanford economist Eric Hanushek, a fellow at the conservative Hoover Institution and proponent of cutting school funding, advanced the hypothesis that if poor children were assigned five “good teachers in a row”—those with value-added scores in the top 15 percent—it would completely close the academic achievement gap between the poor and the middle class. In a 2006 paper for the Brookings Institution, three economists, Robert Gordon, Thomas Kane, and Douglas Staiger, used similar logic to estimate that firing the bottom 25 percent of first-year teachers annually, as determined by a single year’s worth of value-added data, could create $200 billion to $500 billion in economic growth for the country, by enabling poor children to earn higher test scores and go on to obtain better jobs.

The most important thing to realize about these claims, which appear frequently in the media, is that they are untested. According to Tulane University economist Doug Harris, another leading value-added scholar, no experiment has ever been conducted in which poor children are randomly assigned to multiple high value-added teachers in a row, to test if the achievement gap totally closes. “It’s still purely hypothetical,” he told me, “and it would be an incredibly tough experiment to pull off.” Even if such an experiment did take place, Harris guesses that it would fail to confirm the hypothesis that teachers alone can close achievement gaps. Here’s why: The Hanushek theory is that five teachers who each add 10 points to a child’s test score will move that child from the fortieth to the ninetieth achievement percentile over the course of five years. But in real-world conditions, value-added gains tend to fade out over time; next year the average child will lose 50 percent of the test score gains she made this year, and by three years from now she will have lost 75 percent of this year’s gains. According to Harris, that means the academic and economic effects of having multiple above-average teachers in a row have been inflated by more than half. Effective teachers can narrow, but not close, achievement and employment gaps that reflect broader income, wealth, and racial inequalities in American society.

This reality was demonstrated by the most celebrated value-added study ever conducted. Economists Raj Chetty, John Friedman, and Jonah Rockoff tried to figure out if teachers who were good at raising test scores were also good at improving their students’ long-term life outcomes—in other words, if value-added was a good proxy for some of the other goals, aside from raising test scores, that we want teachers to fulfill. Using tax returns and school district records from an unnamed large city, they examined twenty years of data from more than one million children and their teachers, tracking the students from third grade through young adulthood. One finding was that the current achievement gap is driven much more by out-of-school factors than by in-school factors; differences in teacher quality account for perhaps 7 percent of the gap. But it turned out that the group of students who had been assigned to just one top value-added teacher—a teacher one standard deviation more effective than the norm—experienced small, yet observable, differences in life outcomes. These students earned, on average, 1.3 percent more per year, the difference between a salary of $25,000 and $25,325. They were 2.2 percent more likely to be enrolled in college at age twenty, and were 4.6 percent less likely to become teen mothers.

The researchers posited that if there were a way to systematically move the top value-added teachers to the lowest-performing schools, perhaps 73 percent of the test score achievement gap could be closed. That, however, is a gargantuan policy challenge: When a separate Department of Education/Mathematica trial offered more than one thousand high value-added teachers $20,000 to transfer to a low-income school, less than a quarter chose to apply for the jobs. (Those who did transfer produced test score gains among elementary school kids, but not among middle schoolers.) There was another major caveat, which Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff acknowledged: Like almost every other major value-added study ever conducted, this one took place in a low-stakes setting, meaning that teachers were not being evaluated or paid according to their students’ test scores. It was possible, the three economists noted, that in a higher-stakes setting, test scores would lose their predictive power, for instance in cases where they reflected not students’ true learning but rather teaching to the test or cheating.

Value-added measurement had proven to be a useful research tool. Now the question was whether it could actually be used as a policy instrument—to select, promote, train, reward, and terminate teachers. Education history (and some economists) urged caution. No Child Left Behind had provoked states to lower standards and the scores that would qualify as proficient. It had narrowed the curriculum and increased teaching to the test. These trends proved the wisdom of “Campbell’s law,” the oft-quoted social scientific rule named for the educational psychologist Donald Campbell: “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor.”

Yet by the time Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff published their study with its caution about using value-added measurement in high-stakes settings, the tool had already made the giant leap from research into practice. Congress never did get around to updating NCLB. But Bill Gates stepped in. The technology titan’s early philanthropic efforts in education had focused on placing computers in schools, and then on breaking up large high schools into smaller ones. He’d been frustrated by the mixed record of those reforms; they might have helped raise high school graduation rates, but they did not produce the test score jumps he was looking for. In 2007 Gates met value-added scholars Thomas Kane and Robert Gordon, who had already talked to New York City schools chancellor Joel Klein about using value-added to compare some teachers, like those from the Teaching Fellows alternative certification program, to others. Gates, too, liked the idea, and within a year he was making grants of up to $100 million to school districts that agreed to use value-added measures to evaluate teachers. Gates loved data and believed in the importance of employee evaluation and incentives. As CEO of Microsoft, he had implemented a system known as stack ranking, in which every manager ranked his direct reports from worst to best in two stacks: one on performance this year, and one on potential to improve over time. The system was used to distribute cash bonuses and stock options, and sometimes to lay off low performers.

Gates’s successor at Microsoft, Steve Ballmer, made the so-called “rank and yank” system much more rigid, using just one pile to rate employees on every factor of their performance. An August 2012 Vanity Fair article on Microsoft’s corporate troubles called attention to some of the downsides of this plan, namely that by ranking workers from top to bottom, it focused employees on competing against the other members of their teams, instead of working together to share best practices. Elsewhere in the corporate world, companies spent the 1990s adopting a Japanese management tool, used at Toyota and Sony, called continuous quality improvement. Under that system, managers and teams of workers looked at performance data together, not to rank individuals, but to identify group weaknesses and work cooperatively to address them. Even Japanese schools are set up this way; through a practice called lesson study, teachers collaborate to plan lessons, observe one another delivering them, and then share feedback.

Many education leaders worried that high-stakes evaluation tying individual students to individual teachers had the potential to introduce the Microsoft problem of competition into a profession that almost every expert agreed was far too lacking in collaboration. American schools were finally moving toward group lesson planning and paired or team teaching. With those setups it could seem counterproductive to focus so much on the test score link between one teacher and one student. Many different teachers were now impacting each child’s learning, even in the elementary grades.

“I am actually really intrigued by value-added systems done right,” said Randi Weingarten in 2005, then the president of the United Federation of Teachers in New York City. She agreed to an experiment in which teachers at two hundred New York City schools could win up to $3,000 in bonuses if value-added evaluation showed test scores had improved. It was a collective, not an individual, value-added scheme: If scores went up, every teacher would get the same amount of money, no matter how little or how much she had contributed to the effort. This was in line with what Al Shanker, shortly before his death, had laid out as the correct union position on performance pay tied to student learning outcomes: in favor of it, but only if achievement was measured collectively across classrooms, to encourage collaboration. Citing the high error rates and noise in value-added calculations, Weingarten resisted accountability plans that linked a teacher to the test scores of students in his or her individual classroom. But she was about to lose that battle in the biggest way possible—with the president of the United States as her adversary.

One of the hottest tickets at the 2008 Democratic National Convention was to a panel discussion on education reform hosted by a coalition of foundations, nonprofits, and businesses that supported charter schools and teacher evaluation based on value-added. The event was held at the glittering postmodern Denver Art Museum, and the featured speakers were two young African American mayors thought to have the ear of Barack Obama, the party’s nominee: Adrian Fenty of Washington, D.C., and Cory Booker of Newark. Fenty praised his schools chancellor, Michelle Rhee, a Teach for America alum who was pushing a plan, funded by philanthropists, to weaken teachers’ tenure protections in exchange for bonuses tied to value-added data and tougher classroom observations. A small number of top D.C. teachers would supposedly be able to earn the eye-popping salary of $130,000 per year. “The American Federation of Teachers, which I don’t think does anything for the people of the District of Columbia, is weighing in against it,” Fenty said at the event, “and the only thing I can think of is that the heads of the union, they want to keep their jobs.” Booker added, “Ten years ago when I talked about school choice, I was literally tarred and feathered. I was literally brought into a broom closet by a union and told I would never win office if I kept talking about charters.”

Never before had prominent Democrats critiqued teachers unions so brazenly at a convention in which 10 percent of the party’s delegates were union teachers. The Denver event represented a new way of talking about the unions, one that melded the righteous outrage of the old Black Power critics, like Stokely Carmichael and Amiri Baraka, to the moderate technocratic politics of the post-Reagan Democratic Party. Younger African American politicians, like Booker, Fenty, and, the most prominent of all, Barack Obama, personified this shift.

As an Illinois state senator Obama passed legislation that brought accountability reformers, the Chicago Teachers Union, and the Chicago school board together to expand the number of nonunionized charter schools in the city. In 2005, during his first term in the U.S. Senate, he spoke at the launch party of Democrats for Education Reform (DFER), a political action committee founded by charter school philanthropists who work in the financial sector, and who are often harshly critical of teachers unions. One of them was Whitney Tilson, the hedge fund entrepreneur who had been TFA employee number one. At dinner before the event, Obama impressed the DFER founders by telling them about a visit he had made to a successful Chicago public school, where a teacher complained to him that too many of her colleagues at “traditional” schools had the attitude that “these kids”—poor kids—“can’t learn.” Later on, he elicited cheers from the DFER crowd by saying, “If someone can tell me where the Democratic Party stands on education reform, please let me know. Because I can’t figure it out. Our party has got to wake up on this!” When Obama was running in the Democratic Party presidential primary two years later, he was booed at an NEA event after he praised performance pay for teachers. The two big teachers unions endorsed Hillary Clinton. Then, during a televised debate with John McCain, Obama referred to Michelle Rhee as Washington’s “wonderful new superintendent,” seemingly impervious to the fact that she had become enemy number one to much of organized labor. (A few weeks after the debate, Rhee appeared on the cover of Time magazine, standing in a classroom holding a broom. The implication was that she would take on the unions and sweep incompetent tenured teachers out of D.C.)

When it came time for President Obama to appoint a secretary of education, he passed over Linda Darling-Hammond, the TFA critic, union ally, and teacher training expert who had been an adviser to his campaign. Instead he took DFER’s advice and nominated Arne Duncan, who as superintendent in Chicago had shut down underperforming schools, opened new charter schools, and experimented with teacher performance pay tied, in part, to value-added measurement. Despite warnings from nonpartisan experts to move cautiously on using value-added for teacher accountability—“the current research base is insufficient to support the use of VAM for high-stakes decisions,” RAND wrote—value-added became a cornerstone principle of the Obama administration’s signature education program, Race to the Top. On the day he announced the Race, the president emphasized that one of its goals was firing bad teachers. “Let me be clear,” he said to the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce. “If a teacher is given a chance or two chances or three chances but still does not improve, there’s no excuse for that person to continue teaching. I reject a system that rewards failure and protects a person from its consequences.”

Originally passed through Congress as part of the 2009 economic stimulus alongside funds for less controversial school improvements, like saving teaching jobs and renovating school buildings, Race provided over $4 billion to states and school districts that agreed to implement a reform agenda focused, for the first time, on individual teachers. To win a grant, states would have to evaluate, pay, and grant tenure according to how effectively a teacher grew student achievement in measurable ways. The administration’s guidelines did not include the term “value-added.” But the Department of Education defined “student achievement” as “a student’s score on the state’s assessments … end-of-course tests … and other measures that are rigorous and comparable across classrooms.” It defined “student growth” as “the change in student achievement … between two or more points in time.” That was value-added. Race to the Top also asked states to require principals to evaluate every teacher every single year—a huge new responsibility for administrators, many of whom had been accustomed to giving cursory checklist evaluations to each employee only once every three or five years, in which teachers were rated on simplistic factors like appropriate dress, punctuality, and neat and quiet classrooms. And the law expected states to find a way to legally remove teachers, even tenured teachers, whose performance did not improve. Race to the Top “turnaround schools,” those with the very lowest test scores, would have the option of removing over half of their teachers, including those with tenure.

In a nod to the unions, especially to the powerful new president of the AFT, Randi Weingarten, states would lose points in the competition if their own teachers unions opposed their plans. (Weingarten was a sophisticated New York politico who, although untrammeled in negotiations with Mike Bloomberg and Michelle Rhee, signaled more openness toward teacher accountability than any union leader since Al Shanker.) States could win points, however, for doing something the unions resisted bitterly: hiring more teachers from alternative certification programs, like Teach for America. There were some important non-teacher-related priorities in Race to the Top, too. States that wanted grants would have to shut down or restructure failing schools, open more high-quality charter schools, and sign on to high-quality curriculum standards. The Common Core State Standards in English and math, an effort driven by governors, philanthropists, and the teachers unions, became the first politically viable nationwide curricular reform in American history.

In the midst of the worst economic downturn since the Great Depression, Race to the Top had an ingenious design. It held out an irresistible carrot—federal funding—and directed financially starving states to compete against one another to grasp it. Other Department of Education grant programs adopted similar priorities on teacher accountability, so the entire federal reform agenda was tightly aligned. Politically, it worked. Though only nineteen states won Race to the Top grants, two-thirds of the states changed their laws on public school teachers in order to compete, half of the states declared that student test scores would be included in teacher evaluations, and eighteen weakened tenure protections. In Colorado a young, charismatic state senator and TFA alum named Mike Johnston crafted legislation decreeing that student achievement data would account for 51 percent of a teacher’s evaluation score, more than evidence from classroom observations. If a Colorado teacher earned two bad ratings in a row, she would lose tenure protections.*4

In New York, student achievement growth would now count for 40 percent of a teacher evaluation score. Eleven states moved to end “last in, first out,” the policy that requires districts to lay off inexperienced teachers before tenured teachers, regardless of performance—an increasingly relevant issue around the country as budget cuts forced many districts to consider staff reductions. Florida and North Carolina ended tenure altogether. Wisconsin, Michigan, and Indiana limited the scope of issues teachers unions can address through collective bargaining; so did deep blue Massachusetts, though only for teachers in low-performing schools.

Teachers unions that had been involved in tense standoffs with accountability reformers found themselves weakened. In Central Falls, Rhode Island, a tiny bankrupt town that had lost its manufacturing economy, the local high school, which had a dropout rate of more than 50 percent, became a Race to the Top “turnaround” school. In March 2010, when the AFT local there resisted a proposal to require teachers to work a longer day without much extra pay, superintendent Frances Gallo attempted to fire the school’s entire teaching staff, eliciting praise straight from the White House. “There’s got to be a sense of accountability,” President Obama said.

In June 2010, the most acrimonious labor negotiation in the nation, between Weingarten and Rhee, ended with 80 percent of D.C. teachers voting to accept a contract that offered an across-the-board 20 percent raise, a faster process for tenured teachers who wished to file an appeal of a termination, and the option for any individual teacher to forgo tenure entirely and work to earn bonuses of between $3,000 and $25,000. The bonuses would be paid for through $64.5 million in philanthropic donations and distributed according to a new evaluation system based on value-added scores and classroom observations.

Several of the same donors helped fund Waiting for “Superman,” a 2010 documentary film that told the story of five charming kids hoping to gain admission to oversubscribed charter schools. Oprah Winfrey interviewed the film’s director, Davis Guggenheim, and Thomas Friedman wrote a New York Times column praising it. The cover of New York magazine asked, “Can one little movie save America’s schools?” The film portrayed all urban neighborhood public schools as blighted places packed with incompetent tenured teachers, while presenting nonunionized charters as the solution. It failed to depict any unionized charter schools, like the highly regarded Green Dot Schools, or any low-performing charter schools—about a quarter of the sector—or any successful traditional schools in high-poverty neighborhoods. Ominous music played when Randi Weingarten appeared on-screen; there was no indication of the fact that even while defending unpopular policies, like “last in, first out,” the AFT had already signed on to a number of groundbreaking new teacher evaluation plans that considered student performance and weakened tenure.

Weingarten was realistic about why her union was under attack. Teacher tenure provided a level of job security inconceivable to most American workers, many of whom were barely hanging on during a recession with a nearly 10 percent unemployment rate. “Only 7 percent of American workers are in unions,” she told me. “America looks at us as islands of privilege.”

But all the attention paid to teacher tenure as The Big Problem in American education, and to value-added evaluation and firings as The Big Solution, had a way of eliding how these major policy changes were affecting kids in real-world classrooms. One of the biggest impacts of Race to the Top was the explosion in the number and types of tests and assessments students take in order to collect the data used to evaluate their teachers. A 2013 AFT study of two major urban school districts found that in one, students spent the equivalent of thirty days taking practice tests and learning test-taking strategies, and about two full weeks sitting for exams. In another, students spent sixteen days practicing and three days taking tests. In one district I visited, Harrison District 2 in Colorado Springs, the typical child experienced at least twenty-five testing days each school year, which cut down on time for instruction, field trips, group projects, and any other classroom activity not associated with collecting student growth data.

Under the new guidelines, even art teachers would be evaluated by student growth measures. Thus, on exam day in Sabina Trombetta’s first-grade art class at Chamberlin Elementary School in Colorado Springs, the six-year-olds were shown a slide of Picasso’s The Weeping Woman, a 1937 cubist portrait of the artist’s lover, with tears streaming down her face. It is painted in vibrant greens, bluish purples, and yellows. Explaining the painting, Picasso once said, “Women are suffering machines.”

The test asked the first graders to look at The Weeping Woman and “write three colors Picasso used to show feeling or emotion.” Another question asked, “In each box below, draw three different shapes that Picasso used to show feeling or emotion.” A separate section of the exam asked students to write a full paragraph about a Matisse painting.

In its Race to the Top guidelines, the Department of Education hadn’t specified exactly how to collect student growth data for the two-thirds of teachers nationwide who taught a non-tested grade or subject, ranging from art to kindergarten to social studies to theater. After all, NCLB had required testing only in math, reading, and science, and only for kids in the third grade or higher. That caused a gaping hole between policy and practice that states and districts rushed to fill. In Harrison District 2, a largely low-income Latino district in Colorado Springs, superintendent Mike Miles was considered a national trailblazer on one possible solution: Give children paper tests in every single subject, at every grade level.

In order to assess Trombetta, thirty-eight, a ten-year teaching veteran and winner of teaching awards from both her school district and her county, the district required her first graders to sit for seven pencil-and-paper tests in art that school year. To prepare them for those exams, Trombetta lectured her students on art elements such as color, line, and shape—bullet points on Colorado’s fine-arts curriculum standards. Something similar was happening in the district’s gym classes, where a test asked second graders, “Draw a picture of how your hands look while they are catching a ball that is thrown above your head.”

When I visited Trombetta’s cheery, colorful classroom on a November afternoon in 2010, she really wanted to talk. As she ate a TV dinner for lunch, she said she liked the idea of exposing her young students, many of whom had never visited a museum, to great works of art. But, she complained, preparing the children for the exam meant teaching them reductive half-truths—that dark colors signify sadness and bright colors happiness, for example. “To bombard these kids with words and concepts instead of the experience of art? I really struggle with that,” she said. “It’s kind of hard when they come to me and say, ‘What are we going to make today?’ and I have to say, ‘Well, we’re going to write about art.’ ” She confided that she wasn’t sure if she wanted to continue working in the district. And sure enough, at the end of that school year Trombetta quit her job and moved to Vienna, Austria, where she now teaches at the American International School. There her students are assessed only on the art projects they create.

Douglas Harris, the value-added economist, warns in his book, “There might be good reason to extend testing, but doing it solely for measuring educator performance could be a grave error. Decisions about standardized testing should be driven by the testability of particular subjects and with an eye toward ensuring that they don’t distort teaching in unproductive ways.” In the absence of guidelines from Washington, states and districts have forged ahead on their own to create new tests. Harrison District 2 now supplements its paper exams with what testing experts call “performance-based assessments”: In elementary grades, phys-ed students must show they can dribble a basketball; high school music students perform three songs; art students must demonstrate the difference between a one- and two-point perspective drawing. South Carolina’s fourth-grade music exam, administered via computer, asks: “When singing a melody together with a friend, what dynamic level should you sing? A) Louder than your friend B) Not too loud and not too soft C) Softer than your friend or D) the same as your friend.” (The correct answer is D.) Students are then shown a measure of sheet music and asked to identify which of four electronic recordings matches the notation. Florida plans to create new tests for every grade and subject level that is currently untested, a plan that Bill Gates, in a 2013 interview with me, called rushed and “crazy.”

Can creativity be quantified? The upside to high-stakes assessment programs like these is that they signal to teachers, students, and parents that the arts matter. A downside is the ever-increasing amount of paperwork for teachers and principals, and the increased testing time for kids. And high-quality performance assessments are more difficult to administer and grade than are traditional tests. So some districts and states are finding easier and cheaper ways to measure achievement. In New York City, teachers of non-tested grades and subjects, like kindergarten or music, are often graded according to school-wide test score gains in core subjects. This could conceivably encourage all teachers in a school to focus on worthy goals; it’s easy to imagine how a social studies teacher might include more essay writing in his course, which would help kids do better on an English test. But in September 2013 the Web site Chalkbeat New York reported on how some New York principals were gaming this system by choosing their school’s strongest tested area—for example, fourth-grade math—as the means by which to evaluate gym and theater teachers with no math expertise. In Florida, Tennessee, and other states, kindergarten, first-, and second-grade teachers are held accountable for third-grade test scores, even the scores of students they never taught. That’s what happened to Kim Cook, a second-year first-grade teacher at Irby Elementary in Alachua, Florida, a K–2 school. She received a perfect score on her lesson study and 88 points out of a possible 100 on an appraisal from her principal. She was even voted “teacher of the year” by her colleagues. But she received an unsatisfactory evaluation because third graders at a school down the street performed poorly on exams. If she receives another “unsatisfactory” next year, she can be dismissed. The NEA has sued the Florida Board of Education on behalf of Cook and six other teachers, to protect teachers from a practice that defies common sense: being rated based on the test scores of students they have never even met.

Some union critics hope today’s young teachers will shift the profession away from its strong identification with organized labor. In 2010 Educators 4 Excellence launched in New York City to give a voice to teachers who support accountability reforms and sometimes oppose traditional union protections. It quickly attracted funding from the Gates Foundation and expanded to Los Angeles, Connecticut, and Minnesota. A 2012 survey of ten thousand American teachers showed their opinions have shifted during the era of accountability reform. Respondents believed tenure should be granted after 5.4 years on the job, an increase from the current national average of 3.1 years. Other polls show almost half of teachers younger than age thirty-five support charter schools, compared to less than a third of teachers over the age of fifty. But overall, American educators remain strongly committed to their unions. Over 80 percent of teachers support collective bargaining, and the majority believe they should have the right to go on strike.

President Obama’s accountability agenda took on the teachers unions. But was the public as hostile to unions as the political elite was? In late 2010 D.C. mayor Adrian Fenty lost his reelection bid. Polls showed Washington’s black middle class had turned against Fenty’s education reform agenda, frustrated by Michelle Rhee’s brash management style, her closure of underperforming schools in black neighborhoods, and her layoffs not only of teachers, but of 121 staffers in the district’s central office. Student test scores had increased incrementally under Rhee, but it turned out D.C. voters saw their public schools—which had been some of the first in the nation for African Americans—as more than just achievement factories: They were neighborhood meeting places, sources of treasured civil service jobs, and repositories of community history and racial pride.

Teachers unions got another unexpected boost in public support in February 2011, when Wisconsin governor Scott Walker introduced a plan to roll back public sector collective bargaining and cut pensions. Teachers helped lead massive protests at the state capital in Madison, and shortly afterward a poll found 70 percent of Wisconsinites had a favorable opinion of public school teachers. A national poll from Gallup and USA Today found 61 percent of Americans opposed laws, like Walker’s, limiting teachers’ rights to collective bargaining. (In the weeks before the protests, the Wisconsin state teachers union had actually agreed to a number of reforms: value-added teacher evaluation, weakened tenure, and higher employee contributions to health care and pension plans. None of it swayed Republican lawmakers, who approved Walker’s plan.)

Even more surprising was public opinion in the wake of a teachers’ strike in Chicago in September 2012. The city’s students missed seven days of school, throwing parents’ work and child care plans into turmoil. But polls showed the majority of parents—and even higher proportions of black and Latino parents—supporting union teachers, who, two years earlier, had rejected the relatively moderate, reform-oriented politics of Randi Weingarten and her local allies and elected the far more confrontational Karen Lewis as president of the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU). Lewis called Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s reform agenda—especially his policy of using low test scores to select fifty schools for closure in poor neighborhoods, sometimes replacing them with nonunionized charter schools—“a corporate attack on public education … This is warfare now.”*5

Accountability reformers, including Emanuel and the organization Stand for Children, had worked with the Illinois state legislature to pass a law making it harder for teachers to strike, by requiring 75 percent of union members, an increase from 51 percent, to vote in favor of any walkout. Nevertheless, nearly 90 percent of CTU members authorized the 2012 strike. The result was a compromise contract. It provided a 3 percent raise and more funding for support services, such as social workers and guidance counselors, especially in high-poverty schools, in exchange for a longer school day. The contract continued to tie teacher salaries and bonuses to years in the classroom and advanced degrees earned. But the CTU agreed, at least in theory, to professional evaluations that include evidence of student learning (which usually means test scores). In the event of layoffs, only high-performing teachers would be protected.

The following spring the Chicago Public Schools did indeed lay off 1,000 teachers, citing a budget shortfall. Another 161 teachers in the city, all with good evaluation scores, were left without assignments because their schools were being shut down. Teach for America emerged as a flash point, since it expected to place 500 corps members in Chicago public and charter schools despite the crisis, at a cost of $1.6 million to the struggling district.*6 At TFA’s July 2013 conference in Detroit, which I attended, some Chicago-based alumni reported a job market so tight that veteran, traditionally trained teachers were applying to TFA in the hopes of using the organization’s connections to secure coveted jobs in charter schools, which are not affected by the district’s hiring freeze and tend to favor TFA-affiliated candidates.

A vocal group of TFA alumni believe sending corps members into districts experiencing staff reductions, or into functional charter schools with already high test scores, betrays Kopp’s original mission, to send the youngest and least experienced teachers only to schools experiencing shortages of qualified teachers. One of the alumni critics is Steve Zimmer, a member of the Los Angeles school board who had tried to carve a middle path between accountability reformers and the teachers union—only to find, after he was endorsed by the union, that reform philanthropists began heavily funding his challenger, whom he nonetheless defeated in 2013. “There are still places in the United States where it is difficult or impossible to staff schools,” Zimmer said, mentioning rural areas. “And that’s where TFA should be. It shouldn’t be in charter schools.”

Robert Schwartz agrees. He taught for seven years at Stevenson Middle School in East L.A., where TFA placed him in 1994. He then jumped over to the charter school sector, where he eventually became the chief academic officer of the Inner City Education Foundation (ICEF), a fifteen-school network. At ICEF, he often hired TFA alumni as teachers. They had taught for two years in the toughest schools in the city, then decided to stay in teaching beyond their initial commitments. That was impressive. They also knew how to analyze student performance data, a priority at ICEF. But he preferred to avoid first-year teachers who were learning on the job and were unlikely to commit to his schools long term, including TFA corps members, and he says that new teachers with only five weeks of training should be working only at schools that lack better options.

Teach for America alumni are popping up in another unexpected place: charter school unionization campaigns. Rob Timberlake, a member of Teach for America’s 2010 corps, was one of several TFA alumni leaders of the union drive at Detroit’s four César Chávez charter schools, part of the larger Leona Group, a for-profit network active in five states. At the end of each school year, Timberlake says, his principal would lay off “at least one or two teachers, and those were unexpected.” Some of his colleagues had received evaluation reports when no administrator had visited their classroom for an observation, and it was unclear to teachers how they might earn a raise or promotion. “One of the interests I and other teachers had in organizing was to make sure there was a process for teachers to work on improving their practice, rather than a process for merely getting rid of lower performers,” Timberlake said. “Before I came to Detroit, I thought the conversation was ‘unions vs. TFA.’ But it’s not as clear-cut as that. People are attracted to the social justice aspects of TFA’s mission, and union organizing follows in line with that. It’s about trying to correct what teachers in the community see as problems with the school system.”

Twelve percent of charter schools are now unionized, but that number may grow quickly. New York, Detroit, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia have all experienced bursts in charter organizing. In Chicago, where the teacher wars have been the nastiest in recent years, a quarter of charters are now represented by the AFT. The “no excuses” ideology of many of these schools—they expect teachers to work twelve hours a day, hold weekend test-prep sessions, and be available at all times by e-mail or phone—motivates some teachers, especially those who intend to teach for more than just a few years, to seek representation. “There’s a problem when we’re creating a job you can’t do if you have kids,” Dennis Van Roekel, former president of the National Education Association, told me. “There are a lot of us who spend too much time working. But ultimately, you need time for family, time for community, time for church.”

According to a union executive who has negotiated charter school contracts across the country, at many schools teachers are expected to eat lunch with their students, and have no prep period to plan lessons. At others, when a teacher calls in sick, the school will not hire a substitute, but will instead require other teachers to fill in during their prep periods. At one Chicago charter school, teachers complained that they had so little free time during the day that they could not visit the bathroom. Some of the most prominent charter school and TFA funders were interested in these models in part because of their potential to weaken teachers unions’ sway over education policy.*7 By making their schools particularly difficult—even unpleasant—environments in which to work, some charter school outfits are opening the door for a new generation of educators to seek protection in teachers unions.

By 2011 results of value-added reform efforts began to trickle in. Research from the National Center on Performance Incentives at Vanderbilt University found that where teachers had been eligible for bonuses according to value-added ratings, whether $3,000 per teacher in New York City or $15,000 per teacher in Nashville, student outcomes did not seem to improve. In Austin, where teachers could earn up to $3,000, only a third of teachers reported changing their practice in response to the incentives. As in previous experiments in merit pay, the assumption underlying these policies was simply incorrect. Underperforming teachers were not hiding some sort of amazing skill set they failed to use either because they were too lazy or were disgruntled about low pay; they were already trying as hard as they could to improve student learning, but they did not have the skills to do so. This seemed to suggest that, absent serious professional development efforts, merit pay was a nonstarter in terms of raising student achievement.

The push to change how teachers were evaluated did, however, impact teachers’ working lives. Principals were spending more time than ever before in classrooms, and more time filling out paperwork describing what they had seen there. In New York City in 2012, under pressure from the Bloomberg administration, nearly half of all teachers who applied for tenure were denied; 3 percent of those were fired, and the rest were kept on probation. Just five years earlier 97 percent of teachers who applied for tenure had been approved.

In Washington, D.C., by 2012 10 percent of the teacher corps had been laid off based on performance evaluations. It’s worth looking more deeply at Washington, in part because Michelle Rhee’s agenda for teachers anticipated, by several years, many of the policy trends that Race to the Top spread nationwide. Despite the wave of research suggesting that merit pay was ineffective at raising student achievement, the District of Columbia stuck with its plan. Each year, six hundred to seven hundred teachers were offered annual bonuses, typically of $15,000 or less, though 20 to 30 percent of them were turning the money down because they were unwilling to lose their tenure protections in exchange. The city’s average teacher salary rose to $77,512, higher than in the surrounding suburbs or in the region’s charter schools. But only one or two teachers per year, out of four thousand, earned the city’s top bonus of $25,000. Perhaps the biggest question is whether D.C. will be able to afford this generous pay moving forward: The program’s philanthropic funding has run out, and it now costs the district $6 million annually.

Was teaching improving in D.C.? A 2013 study reported hopeful results. It found a significant number of low-rated teachers were choosing on their own to leave the district, while those low-rated teachers who stayed produced higher student test scores the following year. A separate report from The New Teacher Project presented more mixed evidence. It found 88 percent of the city’s highest-rated teachers chose to stay, yet highly rated teachers who left were more likely than teachers in other districts to cite the evaluation system itself as one of the reasons they were unhappy. Historically, teachers have gotten little feedback on what they need to do better, much less how. New systems were meant to offer improvements, but often they failed to. Indeed, professional development in D.C. remained patchy, with only one-third of low-performing teachers and one-quarter of high-performing teachers reporting that they had received constructive feedback on their practice. Even more problematically, the data revealed that inexperienced and low-performing teachers were increasingly clustered in the city’s poorest neighborhoods, east of the Anacostia River. It was unclear why this was the case: because it was easier to score well if one worked in a middle-class school, or because many effective teachers in D.C. were avoiding high-poverty schools.

To address these problems, in 2012 Michelle Rhee’s successor, Kaya Henderson, accelerated the pace at which teachers in high-poverty schools could qualify for financial bonuses tied to student performance, hoping to make working in those schools more attractive. She also decreased the amount of teachers’ evaluation scores tied to value-added, from 50 to 35 percent in tested subjects and grades, and she added a new evaluation category to reward teachers for “commitment to school community.”

Those shifts to a more holistic system of teacher evaluation were overshadowed by a series of exposés, published by Jack Gillum and Marisol Bello of USA Today, demonstrating that during Rhee’s chancellorship, the test-maker CTB/McGraw-Hill flagged hundreds of D.C. classrooms for statistically improbable answer sheet erasure rates on state tests, possible evidence that adults had corrected students’ mistakes. The average child erases zero, one, or two answers on a multiple-choice test; typical answer sheets at one D.C. school, the Noyes Education Campus, contained between five and twelve erasures, depending on the classroom. The school’s principal, Wayne Ryan, resigned in disgrace, but only after collecting $20,000 in bonuses attached to test score increases.

Noyes was not an isolated case. Increasingly, there was evidence that a significant number of unscrupulous administrators and teachers nationwide had responded to the higher stakes attached to state-level standardized tests—evaluations, bonus pay, and public release of data—by cheating. The same USA Today team that revealed the D.C. irregularities studied six other states and found over sixteen hundred examples of probable test score manipulation between 2002 and 2010. (The newspaper would have almost certainly found even more cheating had it not zeroed in on only the most suspicious test score leaps: those that statisticians said were about as likely to be legitimate as a Powerball ticket was to be a winner. For example: At one Gainesville, Florida, elementary school, math proficiency rates jumped from 5 percent to 91 percent in three years.) A subsequent investigation by the Atlanta Journal-Constitution discovered 196 school districts across the country with suspicious test score gains.

Atlanta itself was the site of the nation’s most infamous recent cheating scandal. On March 29, 2013, thirty-five Atlanta teachers and administrators, including the city’s former superintendent, Beverly Hall, were indicted. The grand jury report revealed a shockingly sick culture of adult cheating, in which Hall, who had been the 2009 national “superintendent of the year,” fired whistle-blowers and protected the jobs of employees who purposefully sat struggling kids next to high-performing ones to encourage cheating on tests, and who gathered at afterschool “erasure parties” to correct multiple-choice answer sheets before submitting them to be graded. Teachers and principals in Atlanta could earn thousands of dollars in bonuses for raising scores; Hall’s bonuses totaled $580,000.

In the wake of this appalling ethical lapse, which resulted in thousands of Atlanta children—largely poor and black—being told they had acquired crucial academic skills they actually lacked, accountability reformers rushed to defend high-stakes testing policies. “The existence of cheating says nothing about the merits of testing,” Arne Duncan argued in the Washington Post. Bill Gates said that cheating represented just a “tiny” rounding error in the landscape of standardized testing. They all advocated blaming the adult cheaters while absolving the policies that provided incentives to cheat.

Even where no systemic cheating was alleged, there were disappointments with the new teacher evaluation schemes. When New York City released value-added data for individual teachers in 2012—and the Times and other news organizations made them searchable by teachers’ names—the margin of error was a staggering 53 points out of 100 for English teachers and 35 points out of 100 for math teachers. Numbers like that forced even strong supporters of data-driven accountability, including Bill Gates, Wendy Kopp, and Doug Harris, to speak out against the public release of such data. Kati Haycock began to worry that reformers, including many of her allies, had run “roughshod over those who were anxious about whether value-added was strong enough to support all of this … There are voices who said, ‘Do it anyway! This is the moment!’ Those people may still be right, but I count myself among a group of folks who are saying, as mad as I was about how slow we went before Race to the Top, I think I might be almost more upset now about the decision to go faster than these systems can handle.”

Chester Finn, the moderate Republican reformer and former assistant secretary of education in the Reagan administration, agrees. “We’ll probably discover ten years from now you can’t do truly quantitative achievement-based evaluation of teachers with any great reliability,” he told me. This is the typical hype-disillusionment cycle in American education reform, driven by moral panic about bad teaching.

Already there is some evidence that the new Race to the Top evaluation systems are failing to meaningfully distinguish between teachers, in much the same way that past evaluation systems failed. In Michigan and Tennessee in 2012, 98 percent of teachers were rated effective or better; in Florida, 95 percent; and in Georgia, 94 percent—numbers hardly different from those under the old systems.

It is unclear exactly why this is happening, but we can wager a few guesses. It could be that, as in the past, principals are not taking the time to thoroughly evaluate each teacher on the classroom observation components of these systems, either because of the large administrative burden this imposes—Florida’s observation system requires ratings in sixty categories for each teacher—or because they lack the training in how to do so.

Teachers union leaders have suggested the low ineffective rates prove that only a tiny fraction of teachers, after all, are bad at their jobs. Before you dismiss this response as self-serving, consider this: Even tough reformers like Colorado state senator Mike Johnston say they’d like to see only the bottom 5 to 10 percent of teachers fired each year. Economist Eric Hanushek has even written, “The majority of [American] teachers are effective. They are able to compete with teachers virtually anywhere else in the world.” If only a small minority of teachers are truly terrible, then evaluation systems that flag 2 to 6 percent of a state’s teachers as problematic, produce layoffs of 10 percent of teachers in D.C., and deny or defer 50 percent of teachers tenure in New York City represent a huge step forward toward a more accountable profession. In New Haven, a new union contract eliminated tenure protections for just the 2 percent of teachers declared “ineffective” annually. Superintendent Garth Harries, an accountability reformer, is satisfied. “I think the 2 percent represents a real and significant number of teachers,” he told me. “In the end, it’s not a huge number, but the fact that these teachers are, in fact, leaving for reasons directly rated to performance has a fairly profound impact on the rest of the force. Folks saying, ‘Thank God!’ and folks saying, ‘They’re serious. I have to make sure I get my act together!’ If we’re truly going to have a professional construct for teaching, I don’t think there’s a set number of teachers we remove and then we’re done. I don’t think I’d want it to be below 2 percent [annually]. But I’d be perfectly happy with 2 percent in perpetuity.”

Jonah Rockoff, a coauthor of the landmark value-added study linking test score growth to later income, says that because of concerns over teaching to the test, the next frontier for research will be to measure a teacher’s impact in new ways. That could be done by looking at how teachers influence student behavior, attendance, or GPA. “We all know test scores are limited not just in their power and accuracy, but in the scope of what we want teachers and schools to be teaching our kids,” Rockoff said. “If we had a more holistic view of teaching, that would be great. But I don’t mean touchy-feely, ‘you can teach however you want.’ It’s the idea that there’s not just one thing we care about our kids learning. We’re going to measure how kids do on socio-cognitive outcomes and reward teachers on that, too.”

But as Arne Duncan has acknowledged, states can’t simply use value-added to “fire their way to the top.” Even if test scores were a flawless reflection of student learning and teacher quality, there is no evidence that the new teachers who replace the bad teachers will be any better—it is practically impossible to predict, via demographic traits, test scores, grades, or pathway into the profession, who will become an effective teacher.

Research and experience demonstrate that it makes good sense to tie teacher tenure and job security more closely to performance, and less to seniority. The contract provisions of the 1960s and 1970s make less sense now that we know so much more about how teachers’ mind-sets and practices impact children’s learning. But the history of American public education shows that teachers are uniquely vulnerable to political pressures and moral panics that have nothing to do with the quality of their work. Even Michelle Rhee says she believes in due process, as long as the process of grieving a termination is conducted quickly. “I’d seen too many examples of good teachers who had been railroaded by ineffective administrators,” she wrote in her memoir. “Those teachers had to have a structure through which they could appeal evaluations when appropriate.”

If the key to systemwide improvement is not through mass firings or union-busting, then what remains is to turn the existing average teacher into an expert practitioner, what Rockoff calls “moving the big middle” of the teaching profession. That effort will require a lot more than data—it will require a shared vision of what excellent teaching looks like, and the mentorship and training to get teachers there.



*1 Note how different this top-down theory of change is from that of the community control movement, in which parents at the grassroots level were conceived of as the vanguard of school reform.

*2 In Visible Learning, John Hattie notes that while researchers generally have trouble locating the effects of teachers’ content knowledge on student outcomes, there is other evidence suggesting that teachers’ general intellectual ability, particularly vocabulary and verbal facility, are positively associated with student achievement gains. These skills, however, may have very little to do with the competitiveness of a teacher’s college or graduate school, or the content of the classes he or she took there.

*3 In 2007 TFA sent 13 percent of corps members to charter schools. In 2013, as recession budget cuts slowed district hiring, one-third of corps members were hired by charter schools and about half of alumni still teaching were working in charters. Not all charters are “no excuses” schools. Some, like Global Community in Harlem and Community Roots in Brooklyn, emphasize project-based learning and other progressive pedagogies.

*4 Johnston’s enthusiasm for test-score-based accountability was a sign of changing times. Less than a decade earlier he had published a poignant memoir about his time as a TFA corps member in the Mississippi Delta, in which he complained about “innumerable state testing sessions” and “the furor to try to improve test scores.”

*5 School closings have emerged as one of the most controversial issues in education reform. Closings are sold as a way to get kids into better schools. But according to the Consortium on Chicago School Research, only 6 percent of Chicago students whose schools were shut down ended up enrolled in a school within the top achievement quartile, and 40 percent of students from closed schools ended up at schools that were on academic probation.

*6 Districts and charters pay TFA $2,000 to $5,000 per corps member, which helps cover the costs of the summer institute and the support TFA provides to its teachers during the school year.

*7 The foundation run by the Walton family, the descendants of the Walmart founders, is a key TFA funder, and has also contributed to the National Right to Work Legal Defense Foundation, an anti-union group.




• Chapter Ten •

“Let Me Use What I Know”

REFORMING EDUCATION BY EMPOWERING TEACHERS

To many American teachers, the last decade of value-added school reform has felt like something imposed on them from outside and from above—by politicians with little expertise in teaching and learning, by corporate philanthropists who long to remake education in the mold of the business world, and by economists who see teaching as less of an art than a science. According to a 2013 poll conducted by Scholastic and the Gates Foundation, the majority of American teachers feel alienated from education policy making, with only a third reporting that their opinions are valued at the district level, 5 percent reporting they are valued at the state level, and just 2 percent reporting they are valued at the national level. Those frustrations have begun to break into the public debate. Dissident teachers and their unions are winning support from parent activists who are protesting the increased number of standardized tests, the time spent on test prep, and the lack of instructional time for projects, field trips, art, and music. Testing is a part of any functional education system, but in recent years it has often seemed like the horse of school improvement has been driven by the cart of collecting student data to be used in teacher evaluation. Meanwhile, more and more accountability reformers acknowledge that new teacher evaluation systems are not a panacea. They identify only a small number of teachers as ineffective, and do nothing, on their own, to guarantee that teachers’ skills will actually improve over time. The hope that collecting more test scores will raise student achievement is like the hope that buying a scale will result in losing weight. We now have a lot of numbers to back up our inkling that something is wrong. But if we don’t start improving instruction in the classroom, those numbers simply will not change.

“No excuses” strategies are not the only promising avenue for instructional reform. In the long term, reform programs that combine high-stakes standardized tests with scripted lesson plans and a limited arsenal of pedagogical strategies may make teaching a less attractive job for exactly the sort of ambitious, creative, high-achieving people we most want to attract. Polls of teachers who leave the profession show many did so because they received no constructive feedback on their practice, they had too little time to think creatively and collaborate with colleagues, and they had no opportunity to take on additional responsibilities and grow as professionals. So the next step in American education reform may be to focus less on top-down efforts to ferret out the worst teachers or turn them into automatons, and more on classroom-up interventions that replicate the practices of the best. Today reformers across the country are experimenting with empowering teachers to coach their peers, to remake teacher education, to design creative curriculum materials, and to lead school turnaround efforts. These practices conceive of veteran teachers as assets, not liabilities. As history has taught us, that is a pragmatic stance crucial to sustaining any reform program, which teachers must carry out on the ground.

Race to the Top focused attention on the teacher evaluation process, particularly on how student test scores are used to judge teachers. But in every state, a large, if not dominant, part of a teacher’s evaluation score is still tied to classroom observations.

Observation is a challenging endeavor, in large part because it can be so subjective. Remember William Maxwell? He was the superintendent in turn-of-the-century New York City who complained that 99.5 percent of teachers were being evaluated as “good.” He created a complex new A–D system based on principal observations and ratings, in which, it turned out, the vast majority of principals rushed through the motions and gave all their teachers a B+. For over a century, classroom observation has failed to successfully differentiate between teachers. So how can that change? How can observation capture what everyone knows—that some teachers are better than others—and what everyone doesn’t yet know: What exactly makes them that way?

The importance of looking beyond value-added measurement to carefully watch how teachers work with children is underscored by new research on what actually occurs in many classrooms, especially those populated by low-income students. In 2009 economist Thomas Kane and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation began a massive study on teacher effectiveness, known as the MET (Measures of Effective Teaching) project. MET collected videos of 1,333 teachers at work and gave them to highly trained evaluators to analyze. The experts found that only a third of the classrooms showed evidence of teachers promoting intellectual growth beyond rote learning.

That aligns with past research. A 2011 observation of elementary school classrooms in Baltimore showed that the majority of teachers failed to use challenging vocabulary words, failed to ask questions that probed for conceptual understanding (as opposed to simply correct answers), and rarely led their classes in whole-group discussions. In the weeks before state standardized tests, the Baltimore teachers engaged in those desirable activities even less frequently than usual and also decreased their personal interactions with students, who were “spending a good deal of their time on paper and pencil skill-based worksheets that did not require critical thinking or collaboration,” the researchers reported. A 2009 review of the research literature on teacher practices, including several studies of thousands of elementary school classrooms across the country, found that low-income children are likely to spend their school days drilling in low-level skills, like spelling, and watching teachers deal with poorly behaved students.

Maybe none of that matters, if multiple-choice worksheets help children learn. But research shows that when teachers promote more interactions among students and focus their lessons on concepts that are broader and more challenging than those represented on multiple-choice tests, children’s scores on higher-level assessments—like those that require writing—actually go up. Rigorous, interactive classrooms promote higher student achievement.

When I visited Harrison District 2, the Colorado school system that created standardized tests for every subject and grade level, I accompanied crusading superintendent Mike Miles on a round of classroom observations at Fox Meadows Middle School.*1 There is no collective bargaining in Harrison, so Miles had incredible autonomy in shaping teachers’ working conditions. Teachers had to keep their classroom doors open at all times. They were told to expect up to sixteen surprise observations each semester from administrators, instructional coaches, or outside consultants. Teachers told me they felt constantly watched. A TFA corps member who generally supported Miles’s accountability efforts described Harrison as “a high-anxiety district to work in.”

This all seemed a little extreme. And since I hadn’t been impressed with the quality of the district’s paper tests in art or physical education, I was prepared to find the classroom observations less than compelling. But I was wrong. In spot observations of about ten or fifteen minutes each, Miles was able to make a series of insightful critiques of teachers’ performance. He traveled through the school’s hallways with a six-person team of administrators and consultants, some of whom were being trained in these new observation methods. When the group stepped into the classroom of a science teacher in her early twenties, the young woman began to tremble ever so slightly. She was conducting a lesson on “hypotheses, graphs, and data.” But the activity she had assigned the seventh graders, reading a graph and answering questions about the values on it, had nothing to do with hypotheses, which Miles thought was the most important concept in the lesson. Out in the hallway, he discussed with his team what they had observed. “Did she get to the idea of using data to construct a hypothesis?” he asked. “No.” He also noted that while the students worked in small groups, the teacher could have been moving around the classroom more actively, making sure each child was participating.

In a social studies class, Miles was unimpressed with the teacher’s assignment for students: “Using geographic facts, which Western European country most resembles Colorado?” It was vague, kind of boring, and far too easy. Plus, there was no map displayed of Europe, making it hard for the students, most of whom had never left Colorado, to visualize what they were learning about.

For a math teacher working with students on circumference, the superintendent suggested that instead of simply writing equations on the whiteboard, the teacher could have demonstrated the concept using a physical object, like a basketball. A second math teacher spent ten minutes—far too long—explaining that the word “denominator” referred to the bottom part of a fraction. “She’s not a superstar,” Miles said. He knew of an exemplary math teacher whose classroom this teacher should observe.

Before he left Fox Meadows that day, Miles took some time to evaluate the evaluators. Leafing through the notes the administrators and consultants had taken on each teacher, he said, “I’m not seeing enough validating comments. Every room I went into, I saw positive things.” Later on he told me he thought the school had two to three “distinguished teachers,” the district’s highest designation, and perhaps four who would be dismissed at the end of the year, one of whom had tenure. In a school of thirty teachers, that was a roughly 14 percent ineffective rate.

There is nothing new about the idea of an administrator taking a detailed look at a teacher’s classroom practice. Progressive Era reformers promoted “efficiency” observations, in which supervisors used lengthy rubrics to rate teachers according to measures like how many children were late to class or how many seconds it took to hand out worksheets. After World War II, a “supervisory visit” to a teacher’s classroom might have entailed a principal judging whether sufficiently “democratic ideals” were being promoted in the lesson. By 1980 many school administrators used a “clinical” model to observe classrooms, a system based on medical rounds, popularized by Robert Goldhammer of Harvard’s graduate-level teaching program. Principals would conduct pre-observation and post-observation conferences with teachers to reflect on their practice, areas for improvement, and long-term goals. But because Goldhammer had not defined specific characteristics of effective instruction, principals who used his model often failed to provide concrete, helpful feedback to teachers.

Later, Madeline Hunter’s more prescriptive “lesson design” system became popular. Principals looked for whether a teacher’s lesson included several key components, such as a lesson objective written on the board, a “model” of successful performance, and an opportunity for students to practice new concepts. Mike Miles was clearly influenced by the Hunter system—a combination of direct instruction and student group work, similar to how Teach for America expects its corps members to work. A criticism of Hunter is that she focused too much on teacher-directed behavior, and not enough on whether the teacher helped students become self-directed learners. Today there are other, potentially more sensitive classroom observation tools, and because of Race to the Top’s emphasis on improving teacher evaluation, these methods are now being adopted in thousands of classrooms nationwide. The Classroom Assessment Scoring System, CLASS, was developed at the University of Virginia. It gives teachers numeric ratings based on whether they exhibit behaviors associated with achievement gains, such as “expanding on student talk”—repeating a child’s speech back to her, using corrected grammar and more sophisticated vocabulary.

Another popular and detailed classroom observation model is embedded within Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching, first developed in 1996. Danielson was a former Washington, D.C., public school teacher who went on to become an education researcher at Educational Testing Service, the test-maker. She knew that during the “competency” craze of the 1970s there had been a lot of vague talk about asking students “higher-order questions.” Danielson wanted to watch teachers work, look at their students’ performance, and figure out exactly what effective, higher-order instruction looked like. According to her findings, an effective classroom discussion question has more than one correct answer. (Not “When did Hitler come to power?” but “What social, political, and economic factors led to the Nazi Party gaining power in Germany? Which factors do you think were most crucial? Why?”) Danielson found that an excellent teacher asks students to explain concepts to one another, instead of repeating herself ad nauseam. She highlights connections between disciplines—for example, by giving students background information on Elizabethan England before assigning a Shakespeare play. She chooses books and works of art from a broad range of cultures, including the cultures from which her students hail. She allows students to debate one another in class, and requires them to cite evidence to support their claims. If the teacher is really skilled, the students can talk among themselves for many minutes about the topic at hand without her interrupting. She assesses her students throughout a unit, not just at the beginning and end, through pointed questioning and the use of tricks like “exit slips”—quick problems students must solve, on paper, before they leave the classroom.

In New York City, principals must now use the Danielson framework to observe each teacher’s classroom at least four times per school year, and to conference with each teacher for professional development. If there is a downside to systems like these it is that most research-driven observation rubrics require administrators to rate teachers on many, many different competencies—twenty-two in the Danielson framework. Historically, evaluation systems with heavy time and paperwork burdens have not been viable in the long term, because principals either go through the motions without making meaningful distinctions among teachers, or they find ways to use the great number of subjective variables in these rubrics—for example, “compliance with standards of conduct,” in Danielson’s framework—as a way to target disfavored teachers for dismissal, regardless of more objective measures of performance.

One of the most frequent complaints I heard from teachers about classroom observation in Harrison District 2 (and many of the other school systems I’ve visited) was that consultants and other non-teacher observers had a poor understanding of curricular content and so failed to provide relevant feedback. Bringing respected teachers into these observation processes as peer coaches and evaluators can not only lighten administrators’ workloads, but also greatly increase teacher buy-in. To do that, accountability reformers and teachers unions are taking a second look at teacher peer review, the practice first developed in Toledo in 1981.

Bob Lowe, a thin, short man in his fifties, was a little jittery when he arrived at a drab suburban conference room at the headquarters of the Montgomery County Education Association, his union, on a rainy morning in June. He was there to fight for the continuation of a thirty-three-year teaching career.*2

Lowe had to make his case to a panel of eight teachers and eight principals who had been selected by their unions and the county school district as expert practitioners. The panel had already heard from Lowe’s boss, the principal of a large, diverse suburban high school. She had tried everything to help Lowe improve as a teacher, she said, even assigning one of her deputies to spend 60 percent of her day in his classroom. But he was disorganized—he turned his grades in late and lost student work. In class he lectured in front of the room, sharing anecdotes from history that often amused students. But he offered little sense of the lesson’s objectives or what students would have to do to perform well on an essay or test. The teenagers lost focus and wandered around the room. Even his honors kids did poorly on final exams.

It wasn’t easy for the principal to recommend Lowe’s dismissal. He was a big part of the school community. Every year he hosted a cultural exchange with a Russian high school, whose students visited Maryland. “He is an extremely good person, a good man,” the principal said. “Students generally like him. He has a passion and deep knowledge of his content area. But he can’t teach this to his students.”

The panel had also heard a report from Lowe’s “consulting teacher” (CT), part of a fleet of peer coaches, one of whom Montgomery County assigns to every novice teacher and to veteran teachers flagged by a principal for underperformance. Consulting teachers work full-time as coaches and evaluators for three years, earning a $5,000 bonus above their regular teaching salary, and then return to classroom positions. The report from Lowe’s CT included an actual script from several of Lowe’s lessons, and it didn’t sound good. Lowe’s directions to students were so vague that he had to re-explain one assignment three times. During a five-minute warm-up activity, he demanded the students’ attention seven times. He spent nine minutes having kids rearrange their desks to transition to a new activity, and he allowed struggling students to evade participation in class discussions. At his coaching sessions, Lowe had attempted to explain away his poor performance by recounting family tragedies and medical problems.

By the time Lowe appeared to plead his case, the outlook was grim. He spoke about his love for the county’s public education system, which he had attended as a student and where his own children went to school. “I never wanted to be anything other than a teacher,” he said. “I’m a third-generation teacher. My sisters are teachers. I don’t know what I’d do if I weren’t a teacher.” But it was clear that expectations had risen at his school and he hadn’t kept up. Tracking student data had not been a demand earlier in his career, nor had aligning lesson plans to specific curriculum standards. His lectures were, in his own words, “ad hoc.” Yes, he admitted, more of his students were failing this year than at any time in the past six years. He seemed to blame the kids. “Am I unclear, or are they deer in the headlights?” he pondered. “Some kids are like that most of the time.” He demonstrated the terrified deer, stiffening his entire body and staring wide-eyed into the distance. In the end, he simply pleaded for mercy. “I just hope that I can end my career with some dignity.”

After Lowe’s presentation he left the room. Since his principal was actually a member of the peer-review panel, she recused herself, as did another member, a teacher who had taught Lowe’s daughter. There were fourteen judges left, solemnly perusing huge binders full of information on Lowe and his students, including grades, test scores, e-mails from parents, and photographs the principal had taken of his messy classroom. How many of his students were classified as special education, the panel discussed? Had that made his job tougher? Lowe had been in peer review once before, five years ago. Had anything improved since then?

One young teacher on the panel seemed to have made up her mind. “I don’t believe more support would help him,” she said. “He’s not leading the students strongly enough. I see no strategies or methodologies for improvement.” A principal agreed. “He rambled on. If he teaches like this, how can there be clarity for students?”

In the end, the panel voted unanimously for dismissal. Union vice president Christopher Lloyd, a lanky middle school teacher, went upstairs to tell Lowe his career in Montgomery County was over. When Lloyd returned to the conference room, his face was drawn. But he gave the peer-review panel a pep talk. In Toledo teachers can remain in the peer-review system indefinitely, as long as they show some small amount of improvement. “That’s not the philosophy of our system,” Lloyd said. Struggling teachers are owed at least one year of intensive coaching on lesson planning, the use of student data, and classroom management. But ultimately, “teachers need to be able to support themselves on their own.… We own this process, and it’s something very important to us as an association. We have to be about protecting the profession, not just about protecting anything that breathes.”

Peer review has sometimes been portrayed as a sort of union front; a faux accountability plan labor leaders use to distract policy makers from demands to end tenure and use test scores to evaluate teachers. It is true that in Montgomery County, a district of more than nine thousand teachers, only forty-one were dismissed or pressured to resign in 2013 through the peer-review process. At least eight of those were tenured teachers, including Lowe. These low numbers are typical of many of the older peer-review systems across the country. Journalist John Merrow ran the numbers in Toledo in 2010 and found that the nation’s first and most prominent peer-review system terminated 8 percent of first-year teachers annually, but only an average of two-tenths of 1 percent of tenured teachers, likely a much smaller figure than the true number of ineffective veteran teachers in the district.

In 2004 Montgomery County commissioned an outside report on peer review, which included a survey of principals. One of the questions the district wanted to answer was why so few tenured teachers per year were being put through the process. A number of principals replied that they were overburdened by paperwork and had missed deadlines for referring teachers. Others seemed emotionally reluctant to punish ineffective teaching, telling researcher Julia Koppich, “It’s gut-wrenching. These [teachers] are not strangers. You know their stories. They’re not evil people.”

Koppich is not the only researcher to mention that principals seem reluctant to fire teachers. Economist Brian Jacob found that in the years after the Chicago Public Schools significantly reduced the paperwork burden for dismissing nontenured teachers, 30 to 40 percent of principals chose not to dismiss a single staffer. Why? It may be that principals fear replacement teachers will be just as bad as ineffective ones who are laid off. Kati Haycock, the president of the Education Trust, has heard another theory: “Maybe the problem is that your best principals don’t give up on a single kid, and they don’t give up on a teacher, either.”

Supporters of peer review say it is a mistake to judge these systems solely on how many teachers they dismiss; rather, the ideal outcome of the process is helping a struggling teacher develop into an effective one. “The worst thing you can do is fire someone,” says Dennis Van Roekel, the former NEA president. “It means you’ve lost all of your investment in recruiting and training.”

Peer review is also criticized as too little concerned with student achievement outcomes. Montgomery County was initially denied Race to the Top funding because it refused to give value-added scores a fixed weight in its teacher evaluation process. But “data” was one of the most frequently spoken words in that June day of peer-review deliberations. In one case, a tenured pre-K teacher had adjusted special-ed students’ learning plans without presenting supporting data to parents—a big problem. The panel voted to enroll her in peer review for the following year, to help her develop student assessment skills. If she did not improve, she could be dismissed.

The next case was of a nontenured teacher in a fourth-grade language immersion program. She was a native Spanish speaker in her midthirties who had moved to Montgomery County after teaching in another Maryland district. Her principal reported that the teacher had increased the reading skills of her gifted and talented students by only 1.84 book levels—less than he thought was reasonable—and in math, test scores showed 26 percent of her gifted students had made no progress at all. In that case, after interviewing the teacher and looking closely at the principal’s supporting documents, the panel chose to return her to the regular teaching pool. It turned out the teacher had been assigned an especially large class of twenty-nine fifth graders, including all of the grade level’s special-education students, some of whose parents had requested her. She had worked successfully with one boy with selective mutism, a condition in which a child will not speak in social situations. That boy now participated in class discussions. “I’m really happy about that,” the teacher said. But she left the room knowing she had serious work to do on differentiation—making sure that her class is as challenging as possible for both special-education and gifted kids. She would have the opportunity to apply for tenure in the future, though there was no guarantee she would earn it.

Given the massive changes in expectations for teachers over the past decade—the requirement that they become technicians of measurable student achievement—it makes sense that many veterans need additional training. And the truth is that few principals can offer struggling teachers the level of support peer-review systems are designed to provide. Historically, principals served as building and personnel managers while teachers made instructional decisions mostly on their own. At teachers colleges, “autonomy” in the individual classroom has been promoted as a key ethos of the profession. But when taken too literally, autonomy can create a situation in which classrooms are so-called “black boxes,” places impenetrable to outside observation or constructive critique. Now principals are expected to do their old managerial jobs and oversee instruction, too—what and how students are learning. That growing bucket of responsibilities is often an untenable load, given that the average American principal or assistant principal oversees twenty to forty teachers, compared to an eight- to ten-employee “span of control” in most other professions. Consulting teachers in Montgomery County, Toledo, Rochester, and other districts that use peer review have caseloads of ten to twenty teachers per year—still a lot of work, but, unlike principals, they are focused 100 percent on improving instruction.

Peer review also offers districts the opportunity to reward the best teachers with mentor roles. And it can save money: Replacing a teacher costs a district, on average, $10,000 in recruitment and training fees, while peer review costs just $4,000 to $7,000 per teacher served. Newer peer-review systems tend to be much more aggressive than the one in Montgomery County. In Newark, a new teacher evaluation process based partially on value-added has declared 20 percent of the city’s teachers either “ineffective” or only “partially effective.” All low-rated teachers receive peer assistance and review and lose their right to raises for years of service. In Baltimore a landmark contract ended seniority raises for all teachers and instead moves teachers through a series of steps related to job performance, called standard, professional, mentor, and lead. Peer evaluators, who observe videotapes of lessons, grant teachers some of the points that move them forward in the progression. Other points are distributed by administrators to reward teachers for taking on extra responsibilities, like leading afterschool tutoring sessions.

In Saint Louis, tenured teachers flagged for poor performance have the choice to either keep or waive their tenure rights. If a teacher keeps tenure, she has only eighteen weeks to demonstrate progress in the classroom, after which the district can pursue a termination hearing. If a teacher waives tenure, she has a full year to work with a peer coach; if she improves, she re-earns tenure, and if she does not she can be dismissed by a panel of teachers and principals. All first-year teachers in Saint Louis participate in peer mentorship and review, with the goal of convincing more of them to stay on for that critical second year, when research shows teacher effectiveness takes a huge leap. Between 2011 and 2013, 7 percent of Saint Louis teachers were terminated under this system. Yet Randi Weingarten has said “the powers that be in this country” should celebrate the Saint Louis Plan as a model of union-management cooperation.

Accountability reformers who once saw peer review as too soft on teachers have become more sympathetic to the idea, in part because embracing the practice has allowed districts like Saint Louis, Newark, and Baltimore to negotiate huge concessions from unions on seniority. And the Gates Foundation MET study found that when teachers are observed by both principals and peers, observation scores are more likely to match value-added ratings than when principals alone do the observing. The MET project’s concluding report had a peculiar circular logic, in which all teacher evaluation methods were judged according to how strongly they correlated with value-added scores. Given the Gates Foundation’s longtime orientation toward measurable student achievement gains, that is no surprise. Yet another interpretation of the study’s results is that classroom observations and value-added scores actually measure different elements of successful teaching, and thus should be used side by side even—perhaps especially—when they do turn up different results.

An obvious benefit of taking classroom observation seriously is that once a supervisor or peer coach has identified the strategies of the most effective teachers, he or she can teach them to other teachers. “If all you do is judge teachers by test results, it doesn’t tell you what you should do differently,” says Charlotte Danielson, the observation pioneer.

Watching a great teacher at work can feel like watching a magic show.

Lenore Furman’s seventeen kindergarteners at Abington Avenue, a high-poverty, largely Latino public elementary school in Newark, were rapt as they sang along with Furman’s guitar in English and Spanish, then settled into a circle for story time. Furman had selected Time to Sleep, by Denise Fleming. The lushly illustrated book is about how animals experience the transition from fall to winter, a perfect topic for a chilly November day. As Furman read, she stopped to review some difficult vocabulary words related to animal hibernation: “burrow,” “perch,” “trudge,” and “slither.” “The turtle trudged up the hill,” she said. “That means he kind of walked slowly. It was hard for him. Turtles have little legs. He trudged.” On another page, she called attention to the difference between “worm” and “worms.” The children practiced the two different pronunciations as Furman pointed at the words. In the middle of the book she paused for a “turn and talk,” in which each student discussed with a partner what had happened in the story so far, and what he predicted might happen next.

After story time Furman asked who would like to tell the class a personal story. Hands shot up. There were five weekly vocabulary words, all very simple, that the kids were supposed to practice using in spoken and written sentences: mom, dad, me, go, and this. One little girl said she banged her foot and her dad put a Band-Aid on it. The class then worked independently to write two full sentences each as Furman and a teacher’s aide circulated, working with students one-on-one.

It is rare for a kindergarten classroom to feature such a strategic balance between teacher-led instruction, peer dialogue, and individual work. And it was magical how Furman seemed to be simultaneously teaching at two levels—an advanced level, with the hibernation vocabulary, and a basic one, with the emphasis on learning one-syllable words. Her expertise displayed just how complex good teaching is. But her practice is not magic, nor does it rely solely on some innate talent for teaching. What I saw was a set of research-based early childhood reading strategies developed by the Children’s Literacy Initiative, a Philadelphia nonprofit. The underlying methods are simple: Children need to encounter a new word three times before they learn it. Not only are singing and chanting fun; they are also proven to help kids remember vocabulary. The “turn and talk” is meant to take advantage of what researchers call “peer effects,” the fact that discussing a new idea with a peer is often a more effective learning strategy than hearing a teacher repeat it over and over. Content-related vocabulary—words that describe concepts in social studies and science, like hibernation or metamorphosis—are the ones that most grow a child’s academic potential. While teaching is often characterized as a field in which there are few broadly agreed-upon best practices, early childhood reading is an exception. “Teaching reading is a science,” says Caryn Henning, who directs CLI’s work in Newark. “You need specialized training.”

The Children’s Literacy Initiative used a $26 million grant from the Obama administration to provide teachers in fourteen of Newark’s forty-nine elementary schools with three years of training in how to teach kindergarteners through third graders, including English-language learners, to read. At each school, one expert teacher, like Lenore Furman, was identified as a “model” whose classroom door would always be open for observations, and whom other teachers could go to for coaching. Furman has taught at Abington Avenue for thirty years, and has been playing that role informally for a very long time. She stays current on teaching strategies by visiting high-achieving classrooms in other districts, a practice CLI supports.

The organization’s theory of change—teachers teaching teachers, outside formal evaluation systems—works. An initial study of the program released in 2014 found kindergarteners in schools with CLI model classrooms in Newark, Philadelphia, Camden, and Chicago outperformed their peers in reading. A 2010 randomized trial showed that over the course of the kindergarten year, students in Philadelphia schools with CLI model classrooms gained an average of 8.3 percentage points more on reading assessments than did demographically similar students in schools without model classrooms. These are large gains. Most of the education research cited in the news is based on test scores in math. In part, that’s because it is easier for schools and teachers to increase math achievement than it is for them to increase reading achievement, since most children learn math only at school, while reading ability is closely tied to the books and vocabulary children are exposed to at home. The problem with basing so much education policy making on math test scores is that reading skill is more closely tied to life outcomes than math skill is. The Raj Chetty, Jonah Rockoff, and John Friedman study confirmed that—by showing that teachers with high value-added scores in reading had more of an impact on their students’ future well-being than teachers with high value-added scores in math. That backs up what education researchers have known for a long time: that a child who ends third grade below level in reading will likely never catch up to his peers, and has a disproportionate chance of dropping out of high school. Reading is the foundation for almost every other type of learning a child or adult will do, from word problems in math, to learning tough new scientific vocabulary, to comprehending a history textbook or even a medical consent form.

One of the frustrating things about programs like CLI, which focus on empowering teachers to share effective instructional practices, is that so few people have heard of them. I visited Furman’s classroom in October 2010, just a few weeks after Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg announced on The Oprah Winfrey Show that he was making a $100 million donation to the Newark public schools.*3 Zuckerberg’s donation, alongside matching funds from other philanthropists, has supported mostly familiar policies. About half the money was spent on a three-year merit pay plan to reward teachers rated “highly effective.” The money also went toward building a student data tracking system, opening new charter schools, and hiring more TFA teachers. A relatively small grant—$100,000—was used to develop a new “early literacy initiative” through BRICK, a school turnaround group. But none of the millions went to expand the nationally recognized early literacy program that was already operating successfully in fourteen Newark schools.

It is difficult to achieve policy or instructional coherence in a school reform climate in which priorities are constantly changing with each new governor, superintendent, or big donor. Evidence-backed programs, like CLI, are rarely replicated so they can reach every school in a district. “Too much school reform is about blowing up systems,” says Jen Weikert, CLI’s director of communications and giving. “What we know is that no matter how many systems you blow up, you can’t charter-ize everything. We feel like by helping teachers in the classroom, particularly within the public school system, we serve a major need. Unfortunately, we haven’t gone to scale in any district that we’re in.”
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During President Obama’s second term, standards and accountability reformers like Kati Haycock of Education Trust began focusing the kind of sustained attention on teachers colleges that they had once devoted to overhauling teacher evaluation and tenure. They urged Congress to pull federal funding—essentially, to shut down—teacher preparation programs whose students have SAT or ACT scores in the bottom third of the national distribution and who go on to have low value-added scores in the classroom, or who can’t find jobs at all because they are underprepared. The concern about teachers colleges is not unwarranted. The nineteenth-century common schoolers, the founders of the Teacher Corps in the 1960s, and the authors of A Nation at Risk had all acknowledged major problems with teacher education in America. Today only half of teacher candidates undergo supervised student teaching in a real classroom, and most teacher education programs have no mechanism for making sure mentor teachers are themselves successful or trained in how to coach an adult peer. Undergraduate education majors often take few college-level courses in the subjects they will actually teach—an especially big problem for the elementary grades, which tend to attract prospective teachers who are personally hesitant about math and science, yet who are not required by their colleges to beef up their skills. Education classes for trainee teachers are often taught by PhD academics, who may or may not have firsthand experience in K—12 classrooms. These courses can focus more on theories of child development or multicultural education than on practical ways to deal with student discipline problems or offer feedback on kids’ writing. And teachers colleges are overproducing elementary, English, and social studies teachers, while underproducing those ready to teach underserved students, like those who are learning English or are autistic.

Of course, the vast majority of teachers working today—including a majority of celebrated, excellent teachers—are alumni of teachers colleges or graduate programs in teaching. Yet a widely cited 2013 report from the National Council on Teacher Quality carried a damning conclusion: that the ideology of teacher “autonomy” in the classroom had diverted traditional teacher education programs from the hands-on skills teachers must build to help students learn. “Many in the field do not believe that training will arm novice teachers with skills that might make them more effective, as specific surgical methods are taught to medical students,” the NCTQ researchers wrote. “Instead, the belief is that training only creates automatons, so it is better to instill in new teachers the ‘professional mindset’ that theoretically allows them to approach each new class thoughtfully and without any preconceived notions, much like a blank page that’s been carefully bleached of any prejudices.”

Teach for America offers one model for challenging the status quo in teacher education, by quickly providing its corps members with an intensely practical and prescriptive set of classroom strategies. But there are other alternative pathways into the teaching profession, too.

One of those models is the urban teacher residency. In 2010 Marcus Clark was a twenty-seven-year-old IT manager in Houston, working at a small business that made software for oil companies. His job was to manage computer hardware, including every employee’s PC. “But I felt kind of frustrated, because I was living two lives,” he said. “My professional life had nothing to do with what I was doing at church.”

On weekends and after work, Clark, who is black, was leading a youth ministry at the Friendship Community Bible Church, work he loved. In the summer he volunteered to take students from the program to Kids Across America, an evangelical Christian camp in Missouri for urban youth of color. That’s where he heard a presentation about the Memphis Teacher Residency (MTR), which recruits career changers into high-poverty classrooms. Unusual among programs attached to public schools, MTR specifically looks for people of faith. Its mission is not to proselytize to public school students, but to support teachers “in a Christian context,” according to the group’s Web site. “Teaching is a vocational response to the Gospel and an active participation in the work of the Church to glorify God by bringing justice to the poor and oppressed.”

The Memphis Teacher Residency is about as competitive as Teach for America. Each year, only 13 to 18 percent of applicants are accepted. It allows aspiring teachers to enter the classroom before they have a teaching degree. And, like TFA, MTR is driven by the belief that high academic expectations can transform poor children’s lives. But MTR and the eighteen other urban teacher residencies across the country (most of which have no faith component) differ from TFA in their conception of what makes an excellent teacher. First, residency programs favor candidates who are eager to commit to a longer career in public education, and who understand the community in which they are applying to work. Second, instead of giving recruits just five weeks of summer training, residency programs require them to spend one school year working full-time in a mentor teacher’s classroom, while studying education at a local graduate school. They are paid a modest stipend ($12,000 in Memphis). Most first-year teachers say classroom discipline is their biggest challenge. Residents get to watch how a veteran teacher establishes discipline from the first moments of the first day of school. They then build their skills slowly, learning how to plan a lesson and deliver it effectively, while their mentor teacher and outside coaches critique their practice. In Memphis, residents wait until January of their first school year to do a three-week “lead teach,” in which they take over full responsibility for the classroom. Residents’ graduate classes and a weekly seminar they attend are designed to link theory and teaching strategies with their classroom experiences in real time.

Residents who complete the year successfully can be hired as full-time teachers and earn a regular salary. In Memphis, recruits are required to commit to teach in a high-poverty school for at least three years after their residency year, and if they back out, the consequences are serious: They are on the line to pay $10,000 to MTR for every year they fail to complete. Ninety percent of MTR’s recruits are still working as teachers four years later. Nationwide, urban teacher residencies have an 87 percent retention rate at four years, compared to the loss of nearly half of all new urban teachers over a similar period of time, and two-thirds of Teach for America teachers.

In education, teacher retention matters. An eight-year study of 850,000 New York City fourth and fifth graders found that in schools with high teacher turnover, students lost significant amounts of learning in both reading and math compared to socioeconomically similar peers at schools with low teacher turnover—even if their own classroom teacher was not new, and even if overall teacher quality at the school remained constant. The negative effects of turnover were even higher in schools with many low-achieving or black students.

These results are common sense. At high-turnover schools, administrators spend more time recruiting, interviewing, and hiring, when they could be focused on improving instruction. When many teachers resign each year, institutional memory is lost, and ties to the community weaken. There are fewer veterans around to show newbies the tricks of the trade.

That is why the urban teacher residency model is so exciting. Teach for America cracked an important code in American education: With its 14 percent acceptance rate, it made teaching in high-poverty schools elite. When Thomas Kane, Douglas Staiger, and Robert Gordon studied 150,000 Los Angeles elementary school students, they found no large student achievement differences related to how a child’s teacher entered the classroom: through a traditional college of education, TFA, or some other alternative route. But the study did find that, across the board, first-year teachers struggled and their students generally earned lower test scores than they had the year before. This is an important consideration for superintendents and principals as programs like Teach for America grow each year, and as veteran teachers are laid off. Some reformers, like Eric Hanushek, believe teacher churn is fine, as long as the new teachers coming in are high quality. But the latest research shows schools simply do not have an unlimited capacity to absorb and train first-year teachers, and that students suffer when they are assigned to a string of novice teachers in grade after grade. Where schools do need to hire newcomers, they’d be better off hiring ones who will stay.

Of course, every teacher must have a first year in the classroom, and there is a real lack of evidence that teachers colleges are especially good at selecting the best potential educators. Many teacher residencies use what’s called the “star teacher” criteria to recruit and select nontraditional candidates. This is a system developed by Martin Haberman, a psychologist who died in 2012. Haberman studied the characteristics of teachers in high-poverty schools in several cities. His “stars” were those who were rated highly by principals and who stayed in their jobs for many years. It turned out the stars were more likely than unsuccessful teachers to be thirty or older, to have extensive work experience in fields other than education, to be parents, and to have a working-class black, Latino, or white background. Though they demonstrated deep content knowledge, many had graduated from non-elite colleges, and had often begun at community colleges. They had grown up in the city, not the suburbs, and already had experience spending time with low-income children, often as volunteers. Many hailed from church communities or families in which teaching was considered a high-status profession, not a fallback or an unusual choice for a well-educated person. They had already lived, or they wanted to live, long term in the city in which they would teach. And they were coachable—they responded quickly and well to critical feedback from mentors. In short, they were a lot like Marcus Clark, who was accepted into MTR. “God was really changing my heart to work with kids,” he said.

By casting a wide net, urban teacher residencies have recruited an unusually diverse group of teachers. Forty percent are people of color (compared to 17 percent of teachers nationwide), 48 percent have been out of college for three years or more, and 39 percent have the content knowledge to teach the underserved STEM subjects: science, technology, engineering, and math.

The yearlong residency in a mentor’s classroom—a requirement in high-achieving places like Finland and Shanghai—allows residency programs to screen out residents who, even with the intense coaching they receive, aren’t able to develop into good teachers, typically 15 to 20 percent of residents per year. That level of rigor is attractive to ambitious people who want to be part of a select group of highly qualified professionals (and to principals looking to hire them). And unlike the typical student teaching program run by a college education department, urban teacher residencies have a selective process for identifying mentor teachers, who must show proof that they can raise student achievement, and who undergo training on how to provide other adults with helpful feedback.

Research from Urban Teacher Residency United, a national network of nineteen programs, shows that principals consistently rate urban teacher residency grads as more effective than other first-year teachers. In Memphis, residency grads produce higher student test score gains in fourth- and eighth-grade math, and they perform similarly to other teachers in reading, science, and social studies. A small, initial evaluation of the Boston Teacher Residency (BTR), one of the more established programs, found a mixed record on student achievement. In their first few years, Boston Teacher Residency teachers were no different from other teachers in English language arts, and they were less effective in math. But BTR graduates also improved much more rapidly than other teachers, and by year four they were outperforming both novices and veterans from other pathways. On retention, BTR was clearly superior, with 75 percent of teachers remaining through year five, compared to just 50 percent throughout the district. BTR graduates were also much more likely to be people of color (48 percent compared to 32 percent of the other teachers in the district) and were more likely to be qualified to teach math and science.

The fact that BTR graduates seem to struggle in their first year as teachers of record, despite the residency year, is disappointing. Like other research, this seems to suggest that the only way to truly learn how to manage one’s own classroom is to actually do the job. Yet the researchers concluded that the big financial investment Boston is making in the teacher residency program is paid back over the course of residents’ more stable careers, suggesting that over the long term, increasing the number of BTR teachers in the district could lead to overall student achievement gains.

The growing body of evidence on the importance of teacher retention has even changed the culture within Teach for America. In 2012 New York City’s top TFA official, Jeff Li, announced he was stepping down to return to classroom teaching. He launched a campaign inside TFA called Teach Beyond 2, an effort to spread the message about how a longer classroom career could positively impact students. Two years later TFA’s new co-CEOs, Elisa Villanueva Beard and Matt Kramer, announced two pilot programs: one to provide preselected college seniors with a full year of teacher training before they enter the classroom and one to provide up to five years of professional development support for corps alumni who continue to teach. “Teaching beyond two years cannot be a backup plan—it has to be the main plan,” Kramer said in a March 2014 speech.

There is some evidence that today, more TFA corps members than in previous years are staying in the classroom beyond their two-year commitment. (The tough recession job market could be one reason why.) A 2010 independent study found 60 percent of TFA corps members still teaching after three years, a retention rate comparable to national averages in urban schools, though only 36 percent were still teaching after four years, fewer than average. About 85 percent of TFA teachers who stay in the profession, however, leave their initial placements to work at more desirable schools, a level of turnover that the researchers described as “very problematic” for those schools most struggling with low achievement.

At a July 2013 “listening session” I attended with corps members and alumni in Detroit, the co-CEOs acknowledged that over one-third of principals who work with TFA recruits have asked for a longer commitment. “Are we destabilizing communities?” Villanueva Beard asked. “That is one question we’ve got to take and really critically examine.” She and Kramer have also promised to be more cautious about sending TFA recruits into regions with low demand for new teachers.

One telling difference between TFA and urban teacher residencies is that TFA has always embraced its outsider status. It uses its own, typically very young alumni to train corps members, and boasts about the achievements of famous TFAers, like Mike Johnston, Michelle Rhee, Dave Levin, and Mike Feinberg, who have challenged the educational establishment by opening nonunionized charter schools and pushing for weaker tenure laws and value-added evaluation of teachers. In that sense, TFA has always been as much a political movement as an organization focused on classroom instruction.*4 Urban teacher residencies are agnostic on the issue of traditional versus charter schools—they exist in both—but in terms of day-to-day practice, they embrace the opportunity to work closely with teachers and unions already entrenched in the public school system.

“A lot of UTRs are working to really engage their local union in the design and development of these programs,” says Christine Brennan Davis, the curriculum director at Urban Teacher Residency United. “Our model resonates with unions in the sense of the role of the mentor teacher. We value excellent veteran teachers and their role in preparing the next generation.” Union partnerships have been helpful to UTRs politically, too. When the recession hit and teacher hiring freezes and layoffs became a reality, programs worked with unions to identify ways to keep bringing residents into the classroom, but only in the subjects and grade levels where they were truly needed.

At Kingsbury High School in Memphis, where Marcus Clark works, about a third of the school’s teachers have participated in the Memphis Teacher Residency, as either residents or mentors. This degree of penetration, sometimes called the “teaching hospital” model, allows best practices tailored to a specific school to be passed from professional to professional. The close contact between veterans and trainees is a two-way street: Veterans may be great at classroom management, but trainee teachers may bring in new ideas from their courses about how to analyze student data. This model changes the typical direction of American school reform, from top down to bottom up. Instead of policy makers imposing a reform structure or pedagogical agenda on teachers, groups of teachers work together to improve a school. Though high-quality teacher residencies are currently producing only five hundred teachers per year, the exponential growth of Teach for America over the last two decades suggests that if philanthropists and policy makers were to recognize the value of this model, they might be able to scale it up relatively quickly—as long as effective classroom teachers were willing to participate as mentors.
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Alex Caputo-Pearl also believes that groups of teachers, working together, have the power to transform failing schools. After joining TFA’s very first corps, back in 1990, Caputo-Pearl taught for four years in Compton, got married (and hyphenated his last name), then tried law school and urban planning classes. He spent two years organizing a campaign in support of L.A.’s public bus system. But he kept feeling tugged back to the classroom. He liked spending time with kids every day and meeting their parents. Teaching was so much more rooted in the real world than the social justice theory he’d studied in grad school. In 2001 he began teaching history at Crenshaw High School. He and his wife, Lisa, another TFA alum, moved to the surrounding neighborhood of Leimert Park, which is filled with low-slung, colorful bungalows, neatly kept, and ringed by car-clogged boulevards rife with empty storefronts. They were among the few white residents.

The school itself had a long, often proud history. Darryl Strawberry’s 1979 Crenshaw Cougars baseball squad is remembered as one of the most talented high school teams ever. Crenshaw is also the school depicted in the 1991 movie Boyz n the Hood, the one where the gangs are a little less tough than those in Compton, and the most talented kids hope to escape and attend college. But by the time Caputo-Pearl arrived, the situation at Crenshaw was bleak. Charter schools, some of them in impressive new buildings paid for by private philanthropists, had siphoned off many of the school’s working-class and lower-middle-class students, the ones whose parents had been most involved. Ninety-five percent of Crenshaw students were living in poverty, and 12 percent lived in homes where no English was spoken. A quarter lived somewhere without a parent, an unusual number of them in group homes or foster homes run by the state. Test scores were the lowest in the district.

Administrators were constantly arriving with new reform plans and then fleeing after a year. (In the last seven years Caputo-Pearl worked at Crenshaw, there were five principals and twenty-four assistant principals.) Because of missing paperwork, the school briefly lost its accreditation in 2005. Frustrated with constant mismanagement, Caputo-Pearl began organizing with parents to demand more basic resources for Crenshaw, including new computers. The group called itself the Crenshaw Cougar Coalition, and it eventually wrangled $2 million for Crenshaw from the district, and $1.5 million for ten other struggling L.A. high schools. Around the same time, Caputo-Pearl co-founded a dissident caucus within the United Teachers Los Angeles union, a group whom UTLA president A. J. Duffy referred to as “leftist crazies.” Bottom line: Caputo-Pearl was stirring up a lot of trouble for a lot of different people. In 2006 the district transferred him, against his will, to an affluent middle school across town. After hundreds of parents, students, and teachers protested in front of district headquarters—and the protests were covered in the Los Angeles Times—he was reinstated.

In 2007, with a total lack of stable leadership at Crenshaw High, Caputo-Pearl and a few other veteran teachers pretty much took over. There are a small number of formally teacher-led public schools across the country, but this was an ad hoc setup. The group had its own idea of how to revitalize Crenshaw: not through management reforms, but by overhauling the curriculum. Poor children often hear that they need to do well in school in order to escape their communities. What if, instead, kids understood that doing well in school could help them become more effective advocates for their families and neighbors?

Working with education researchers and local nonprofits, the teachers created a novel plan called the Extended Learning Cultural Model, which won millions of dollars in funding from the Ford Foundation and then President Obama’s school turnaround program. It eschewed most of the popular strategies in the accountability playbook, like mass staff layoffs or turning a neighborhood school into a charter school. Instead, taking a page from theorists like Ted Sizer, the plan broke Crenshaw up into teacher-led “small learning academies” with themes such as business and social justice. Within each academy, teachers worked together to create interdisciplinary units built around neighborhood problem solving. In the fall of 2011, the tenth-grade Social Justice and the Law Academy focused on school improvement across L.A. For their final project, students analyzed a data set that included test scores at various schools, neighborhood income levels, school truancy rates, and incarceration rates.

In math, students graphed the relationship between income and social opportunity in various south L.A. neighborhoods. In social studies, they read conservative and liberal proposals for school reform and practiced citing data in their own written arguments about how to improve education. In science, students designed experiments that could test policy hypotheses about how to improve schools. And in English class, they read Our America, a work of narrative nonfiction about life in the Ida B. Wells housing projects on the South Side of Chicago.

Working with researchers at UCLA and the University of Southern California, Crenshaw students conducted surveys on local food and health issues. Student volunteers grew produce in a community garden and sold it at local farmers’ markets. One senior earned $1,000 per semester coordinating this work as an intern at Community Services Unlimited, a nonprofit that focuses on urban agriculture and food issues. Placing students in professional internships, some of them paid, was a key element of the Crenshaw reform plan. “Extended learning time” is a popular school reform strategy, but Crenshaw’s teacher-reformers believed it shouldn’t just take place in the classroom.

What was heartening about Crenshaw’s plan was that it was rooted in solid research on the reasons why kids drop out of school: because they find it boring, they don’t see how it connects to the world of work, and they would rather be earning money. The Crenshaw program provided teachers with intensive professional development and paid them bonuses for it. A big focus of the training was how to fit these creative, interdisciplinary units into the new Common Core shared standards. Every assignment had to be aimed at meeting the goal of “high literacy” for students—deep reading comprehension, critical thinking, and writing.

What was controversial about the Crenshaw reform agenda was that it was explicitly political. It asked students to question the social forces shaping their lives and to work actively to improve their low-income neighborhood. There was no doubt the school was a hotbed of feisty left-wing politics, and that this alternate approach to school reform differed from the technocratic, centrist character of the contemporary school accountability movement. When I visited the Crenshaw campus in 2011, several classrooms were plastered with posters declaring: “No more prisons!” At a faculty meeting, teachers debated the questions: “Is school oppressive? How can we make it less so?” The mood was a bit reminiscent of the old communist Teachers Union in mid-twentieth-century New York City. The TU had also united low-income parents with radical teachers in a quest to make the curriculum more relevant for black and Latino kids. And it had also alienated the powers that be.

Caputo-Pearl had begun his career through Teach for America, but seeing the group’s increasingly close relationship with the charter school sector—and watching how charter schools left schools like Crenshaw depopulated and overwhelmed by the most challenging students—he had become a critic; he even wrote an anti-TFA column for the New York Times Web site. These sorts of opinions were bound to rub certain people the wrong way, especially the new L.A. superintendent appointed in 2011, John Deasy, a charter school fan whose signature reform was purchasing iPads for all 600,000 Los Angeles public school students. (Deasy had also been the first American school superintendent to embrace Charlotte Danielson’s comprehensive classroom observation framework, when he worked in Coventry, Rhode Island, in the 1990s.)

In 2012 Deasy announced that Crenshaw would be “reconstituted” and the social justice academy would be shut down. Every teacher had to reapply for his or her job, and half would be removed from the school. These mass dismissals have become a common practice at underperforming large urban high schools. The policy, one of several school turnaround strategies suggested by Race to the Top, is based on a faulty premise: that veteran teachers are to blame when schools experience many years of low test scores. In fact, Donald Boyd’s 2010 study of teacher transfer requests in New York City found that teachers who choose to leave underperforming, high-poverty schools tend to have been less effective, as measured by value-added, than teachers who stay in tough assignments over the long haul, like Caputo-Pearl. A number of other studies have found similar results at the district level—teachers who flee urban school systems are less effective than those who stay. It is the constant churn of first-year teachers and administrators that makes these schools and districts so unstable. Nevertheless, at Crenshaw, Caputo-Pearl was dismissed. So were union rep Cathy Garcia and the leader of the award-winning debate team. Most longtime observers of Los Angeles politics believed the school’s activist educators were being targeted, regardless of classroom performance. Twenty-one of the thirty-three laid-off teachers were black, and twenty-seven had over ten years of experience.

Had Crenshaw’s reform model worked for kids? Deasy said it hadn’t, citing persistently low test scores. “It is a fundamental right to graduate, and it is not happening at Crenshaw,” he said. “Students are not learning. Students are not graduating. Students are not able to read.” He wanted more Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate classes at Crenshaw, a potentially good idea that could have been pursued in tandem with the Extended Learning Cultural Model. What Deasy didn’t say was that the achievement data at Crenshaw was trending upward, especially for African American and special-ed students. Since 2007, the graduation rate had increased by 23 percent, and there was a 19 percent reduction in student suspensions.

Turnarounds of comprehensive high schools are widely considered one of the toughest jobs in school reform. At Central Falls High School in Rhode Island, test scores remain abysmal three years after all the teachers were pink-slipped. But accountability reformers there are celebrated for raising graduation rates. What was different at Crenshaw was that teachers—and union activist teachers, at that—were driving the reform.

Ultimately, it’s impossible to say if the Extended Learning Cultural Model could have revitalized Crenshaw, but it probably should have been given more of a chance to try. The plan was focused on the curriculum—what books kids read and what questions about the world they ask and answer—a crucial aspect of education that is usually neglected in debates over teacher evaluation and standardized testing. Developing new curricula is one of the most interesting, intellectually engaging aspects of schooling. It is a responsibility that, if granted to more teachers, could potentially help convince many well-educated, ambitious people to remain in the classroom. And Crenshaw’s curriculum was rigorous and aligned with the Common Core, especially its focus on teaching kids to use evidence to back up persuasive arguments. The plan had attracted positive national attention from funders and the U.S. Department of Education. What had been the problem?

Caputo-Pearl, who is now president of the L.A. teachers union, believes he and his colleagues were targeted for challenging orthodoxies about what works and what doesn’t in education reform. Deasy “crushed” the Crenshaw reforms despite community support, Caputo-Pearl told me, “because it competed with him philosophically.”

When American policy makers require every public school to use the same strategies—typically without confirming if their favored approaches are actually effective for kids—they reduce the discretion of the most motivated teachers, like Alex Caputo-Pearl and Lenore Furman, whose contributions to the profession should be scaled up, not shut down or ignored. This is an age-old problem in American education reform. Our system is highly decentralized in terms of curriculum, organization, funding, and student demographics and needs, yet we have expected local schools to implement one-size-fits-all reform agendas imposed from above. Since political reality suggests we aren’t likely to drastically centralize our education system anytime soon, perhaps it is time to look not just to nationally prominent politicians or philanthropists or social scientists to improve our schools, but also to teachers themselves.

When I visited Colorado in the midst of its divisive legislative battle over value-added measurement, I talked to Christina Jean, a social studies teacher who went on to work as an instructional coach in the Denver public schools. Like many smart young educators, she was cautiously optimistic—excited about the nation’s renewed commitment to closing achievement gaps, but anxious that the imperative for meaningful collaboration to improve teachers’ practice would be overlooked in the rush to impose new canned curricula and multiple-choice tests. “A lot of the discourse is about getting rid of bad teachers,” she said. “Very rarely do I perceive teachers shown as anything other than cogs in a machine.” To improve the profession’s prestige over the long haul, she told me, it is crucial that the job feel not embattled but empowering and be “challenging and stimulating to adults. I am an intelligent person who has this love and passion for educating kids. So let me use what I know to create an experience for my students that reflects my expertise.”



*1 Miles has since left Harrison for a higher-profile job as the superintendent of the Dallas public schools.

*2 The names and several identifying characteristics of Bob Lowe and the other teachers called before the Montgomery County Peer Assistance and Review board have been changed to protect their privacy.

*3 A year after I visited the Abington Avenue School in Newark, it was investigated by the state for possible adult cheating on standardized tests, and its principal was removed. The investigation was of grades three through eight, not kindergarten, and there is no suggestion the class or teacher portrayed here was involved.

*4 In addition to TFA’s partnerships with corporations like Google and Bain and Company, which allow recruits to defer employment while they serve as TFA corps members, TFA now sends some of its alumni directly into fellowships in congressional offices, where they advocate on education policy.




Epilogue

LESSONS FROM HISTORY FOR IMPROVING TEACHING TODAY

Throughout this book I have tried to be more analytical than sharply opinionated. Nevertheless, my study of over two hundred years of the history of public school teaching has led me to draw some conclusions about the policy pitfalls that have dogged education reform, as well as the potential paths forward. Here are some ideas for improving both the teaching profession and, consequentially, the quality of our schools.

TEACHER PAY MATTERS

There is a mantra in education policy circles: “Money doesn’t matter.” Accountability reformers love to cite evidence that the United States spends more per student than many other nations, whose kids kick our kids’ butts on international tests. It’s true that there are many things American schools spend money on that don’t improve academic achievement, like cheerleading uniforms and football equipment. But education finance expert Bruce Baker has demonstrated that one particular type of spending—higher teacher pay—is absolutely associated with better student outcomes. We must take this evidence seriously, because we are not paying teachers the upper-middle-class salary that would align with our sky-high expectations for their work.

In 2012 the median income of an American teacher was $54,000 per year, similar to the salary of a police officer or librarian, but significantly less than that of an accountant ($64,000), a registered nurse ($65,000), or a dental hygienist ($70,000), not to mention a lawyer ($114,000), a computer programmer ($74,000), or a college professor ($69,000).

While the incomes of American teachers do not look all that bad compared to teacher incomes in Europe or Asia, economists know people choose careers based less on the raw salary than on the perceived gap between what they could make in one job versus another. In that sense the growing inequality in the American labor market has undoubtedly hurt the prestige of teaching. In the 1940s, male teachers earned more than half of male college graduates, while female teachers earned more than 70 percent of female college graduates. Today teacher salaries are in the thirtieth percentile for male college grads and the fortieth percentile for female grads. These big pay gaps between teachers and other professionals are unique to the United States. In South Korea, teacher salaries of $55,000 to $155,000 over the course of a career provide 250 percent of the local buying power of an American teacher. This puts South Korean teachers between engineers and doctors in terms of pay.

Another problem is the way teacher pay is structured. Typical pay ladders, known as the single salary schedule, reward teachers for time on the job and further education, forcing a teacher to wait decades to achieve peak pay. High-profile districts like Baltimore and Newark have moved away from the single salary schedule through negotiations with their teachers unions. These cities now reward performance and extra responsibility, like mentoring peers, alongside seniority. This should happen across the board.

Consider this: My first full-time job in magazine journalism paid $21,000. I thought my friends who were public school teachers were rich! Five years later, at twenty-seven years old, I was earning three times my starting salary. Meanwhile, a New York City public school teacher with my same level of education, a bachelor’s degree, got a raise of less than $5,000 over the first five years of her career, from $45,530 to $50,153. In North Carolina, a teacher must work fifteen years to move her salary from $30,000 to $40,000. The worst part is that teachers’ incomes stagnate in comparison to their college-educated peers just as people begin to think about starting a family or buying a home. This is undoubtedly one reason why some ambitious people leave or never enter the profession, and why teaching is less culturally respected than it should be.

CREATE COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Teaching is not just one profession but several. To understand what I mean, consider medicine. All prospective doctors take the same test, the MCAT, to apply to medical schools. Those schools are certified by a single body, and they move students through a familiar sequence of courses, licensing exams, and clinical rotations. All doctors serve as interns and residents and go through medical rounds at hospitals. Ethically, doctors agree to uphold the Hippocratic Oath.

Education is so very different. Some prospective teachers major in education at teachers colleges; others major in subject areas and earn master’s degrees in teaching; still others become teachers through alternative routes like Teach for America or teacher residencies. Some prospective teachers serve as student teachers for a year, others for a semester or not at all. Many teachers believe the goal of their profession should be to close achievement gaps between rich and poor children; others would dispute this, saying that doing so means neglecting gifted kids or is irrelevant in homogeneous, affluent schools. Still other educators would emphasize social-emotional development, critical thinking, or citizenship over measurable academic gains. All these views have relevance and legitimacy and are rooted in American culture and history.

Considering that teaching is more decentralized in training methods and aims than other formal professions, like medicine or law, the Harvard sociologist Jal Mehta and Johns Hopkins political scientist Steven Teles have put forth the idea, still speculative, of “plural professionalism” for teachers, in which communities of practice form around specific pedagogical schools of thought, such as project-based learning or “no excuses.” In this mode, teacher prep programs and K—12 schools would work in alliance. They would select a school of thought to emphasize and develop evidence-based best practices that can be shared among researchers, working teachers, and trainee teachers. “Plural professionalism” would give teaching intellectual heft, by inaugurating prospective teachers into communities of practice that use a single vocabulary, share an ethical alignment, and agree on questions like how to assess students.

Today’s “no excuses” charter schools have come closest to implementing the plural professionalism model. In New York City and Chicago, a coalition of charter networks launched the Relay Graduate School of Education, which teaches “no excuses” techniques to first-year teachers seeking an alternative certification. There are other legitimate pedagogical practices for teaching low-income children, but they get much less attention. The High Tech High network in San Diego emphasizes connections between school and the world of adult careers, and it now operates its own teacher training program. The Bank Street College of Education in New York City teaches a Deweyite, progressive, learner-centered pedagogy, and it operates a K–12 school where student teachers hone their craft. Other teacher prep programs have a lot to learn from these institutions, which imbue prospective teachers with specific strategies for running a classroom and specific ways of thinking about their work. Since there is no one effective ideology of teaching—but there are many research-backed effective teacher behaviors, like high-level questioning—teacher education should be much more concrete and skills-based than the status quo. Yet it should remain intellectually diverse, since different communities have different expectations of schools, ranging from strict discipline to Montessori. Communities of practice should be able to demonstrate to states that they are rigorous and evidence based. Once they are, they could earn the freedom to choose their own curricula, assessments, and teacher evaluation practices.

KEEP TEACHING INTERESTING

A set of job responsibilities that remains stagnant over the course of five, ten, or twenty years can leave teachers feeling burned out and bored and drives some high performers uninterested in becoming administrators out of the profession. If we expect ambitious, intellectually engaged people to become teachers and remain in our public schools, we must offer them a career path that is exciting and varied over the long term, and which includes opportunities to lead among adults, not just children. In Singapore, after three years on the job a teacher selects one of three leadership paths to pursue, in curriculum writing, school administration, or instructional mentoring. Here in the States, cities like Baltimore are offering teachers promotion opportunities that allow them to remain in the classroom for part of the day, while spending more time leading their colleagues in lesson planning and instructional coaching. Opportunities like these should be available to all good teachers who want them, not just to a handful of administrators’ favorites.

The most powerful form of performance pay would reward proven teachers for taking on useful new responsibilities that help other teachers improve student learning. And in a reform climate in which teachers are more and more expected to work together toward school improvement—whether through group lesson planning, peer coaching, or team teaching within the classroom—it makes less and less sense for incentives and pay to focus narrowly on measuring an individual teacher’s impact on individual students’ test scores.

DEAL WITH THE LEGACY OF THE NORMAL SCHOOL

Susan B. Anthony and W. E. B. Du Bois knew back in the nineteenth century that it was a bad idea for teachers to be educated separately from other college-educated professionals, both for the prestige of teaching and for the good of students. This remains true. During the mid-twentieth century, the old normal schools began evolving into state colleges that granted bachelor’s degrees, but their admissions and scholarship standards typically remained low. Since these schools are now producing a huge oversupply of prospective elementary school teachers—in some states, as many as nine times more prospective teachers than there are jobs—states ought to require these institutions to raise their standards for admission or to shut down their teacher prep programs.

That said, high SAT scores or grades should not be the only qualifications teacher-ed programs seek. Preliminary data from New York City linking student achievement back to the universities teachers attended found that graduates of some less elite schools, like Hofstra University and Hunter College, outperformed, on average, the graduates of prestigious institutions like NYU and Columbia. We should not forget Martin Haberman’s research showing that long-serving “star” teachers are often from low-income backgrounds, have graduated from non-elite colleges, or are people of faith. Others, like Alex Caputo-Pearl, have somewhat radical politics. What makes these nontraditional teachers special is that they are mission-driven to help struggling students succeed, and they are enthusiastic about holding all children to high intellectual standards. Those are the attributes teacher preparation programs should seek.

FOCUS ON THE PRINCIPAL AS MUCH AS THE TEACHER

There should be a principal quality movement that is as aggressive as our teacher accountability movement has been. Almost every expert agrees that the one ingredient all successful schools have in common is a dedicated, highly respected leader who articulates a clear mission teachers believe in and strive to carry out. A McKinsey study shows that in choosing where to work, reporting to a better principal is just as motivating for top-third teachers as securing more pay. There is also evidence that teachers are more likely to respect and work productively with principals who have been teachers, especially in the same school or neighborhood. It has recently been popular to recruit principals from fields outside education, but this could be a misstep. Instead, effective teachers with exceptional leadership and organizational skills should be identified through the evaluation process and encouraged, after a number of years, to consider transitioning into administration—while acknowledging that becoming a principal should not be the only way for a teacher to expand his or her responsibilities or pay.

And we shouldn’t overburden principals with reams of teacher accountability paperwork. As banal as it sounds, paperwork is the major reason that historical attempts to improve teacher evaluation failed. Teacher rating rubrics must get “put on a diet,” The New Teacher Project recommended in 2013. How about focusing on ten effective instructional behaviors each school year instead of sixty?

RETURN TESTS TO THEIR RIGHTFUL ROLE AS DIAGNOSTIC TOOLS

Americans have always been fascinated by tests, from the phrenology craze to IQ testing to achievement testing today. While we once used tests to draw conclusions mostly about the capacities of individual students, today we believe they tell us much less about the student than about his or her teacher. Value-added research has added immeasurably to our knowledge about what works in education, by measuring teachers’ impact on students’ test scores in low-stakes settings, in which those scores are used neither to reward nor to punish adults. But there is absolutely no reason to believe that value-added retains its legitimacy in high-stakes settings, when test scores are used to evaluate, pay, and fire teachers and administrators. Leading education researchers like Harvard’s Daniel Koretz, a psychometrician, and John Hattie of the University of Auckland, who conducts meta-analyses of education studies, have demonstrated that the most authentic use of achievement tests is to diagnose what students know and can do so teachers can better target instruction toward them. When testing practices are set up to select teachers to fire, educators are incented to raise test scores at any cost, not to use tests to help children learn.

This does not mean that there is no use for value-added measurement within K–12 schools. Given what we know about value-added—that it is more stable at the high and low ends of the teacher quality spectrum than in the mushy middle—principals could target teachers with especially low value-added scores for a more intensive set of classroom observations or other investigations into their practice. Similarly, unusually high value-added scores could be used to identify teachers who are potentially able to serve as peer mentors or evaluators; but again, those rewards would not be distributed without classroom observations, consideration of student work other than tests, and interviews with the teacher in question.

TEACHERS BENEFIT FROM WATCHING EACH OTHER WORK

The classroom should not be a black box closed to outside scrutiny, especially for novice teachers. Low-stakes value-added research has made it clear that first-year teachers, regardless of how they enter the profession, are learning on the job—and the curve is steep. Ideally, school districts that serve at-risk children would limit their supply of first-year teachers when adequate veterans are available. Another idea would be to change the structure of teachers’ workdays so all effective veterans spend some time watching novice teachers work and coaching them. Beginner teachers, in turn, should have time to observe veterans’ classrooms and to work with colleagues to plan effective, engaging lessons.

RECRUIT MORE MEN AND PEOPLE OF COLOR

It is important for children to see some of themselves reflected in their teachers. A half century of research and 150 years of practical experience show teachers of color are more likely to hold high expectations for students of color. Yet only 17 percent of public school teachers are nonwhite, compared to 40 percent of public school students. In terms of gender, the feminization of the American teacher corps, begun by the common school reformers in the 1820s, has proven stubbornly consistent. Today only 24 percent of teachers are male.

Making the teacher training process more competitive and intellectually coherent, as well as reorganizing how teachers are paid over the course of their careers, could make the job much more attractive to a more diverse group of workers. Men are more likely than women to value higher pay, and teachers of color are more likely than white teachers to have student debt to pay off. Though there is a perception that alternative certification programs inject clueless white teachers into high-poverty schools, in fact, programs like the Teacher Corps, Teach for America, and urban teacher residencies have always been more successful than the school system at large in recruiting large numbers of nonwhite and male teachers. The small size of those programs, however, means that urban districts may still be experiencing a net loss of teachers of color, as school closings and turnarounds lead to layoffs. That means everyone in the teacher preparation pipeline—teachers colleges, master’s programs, and districts—must make teacher diversity a bigger priority than ever before.

END OUTDATED UNION PROTECTIONS

Between 2010 and 2012, 2.5 percent of urban public school teachers were laid off due to budget crises. In some districts a policy known as “last in, first out,” or LIFO (pronounced life-o), prevented administrators from using performance criteria in choosing which teachers to shed. In 2011, when The Daily Beast invited twenty “big thinkers” to suggest a single idea to “fix our broken government,” both New York City mayor Mike Bloomberg and Teach for America founder Wendy Kopp named ending LIFO. The term is undeniably powerful, since it conjures up one of the most potent attacks on teachers unions—that they provide incompetents with jobs for life.

Until very recently, these seniority rules were fairly uncontroversial. They prevented older, more expensive teachers from being discriminated against during lean economic times. Administrators often appreciated the simplicity of LIFO, especially because there was no consensus on how to best evaluate teachers’ performance. Yet LIFO makes little sense as research tells us more about what effective teaching looks like. A sensible layoff policy would use seniority as a tiebreaker between teachers with similar levels of performance on the job. Most school districts are already free to implement such a system if they negotiate it with their unions—there are only twelve states in which the law declares that seniority must be the only factor in teacher layoffs.

The history of moral panics targeting teachers suggests the profession should remain governed by due process. But tenure cannot mean, in practice, that it is prohibitively expensive for a district to fire a bad teacher. If a teacher is judged using fair measures and is found to be consistently underperforming—and if she receives clear feedback and adequate training, yet does not improve within a year or two—her supervisor should have the right to fire her. If the teacher protests that decision, a peer-review board or neutral arbitrator should hold a hearing and make a ruling within a matter of weeks. The process should be swift and certain. To get there politically, teacher evaluation must be based on genuine measures of student learning, such as rigorous, non-multiple-choice tests and sophisticated, holistic classroom observations.

LET A THOUSAND POLICY FLOWERS BLOOM

Teacher accountability policies are not the only levers for improving public education. Just a decade ago the movement to desegregate schools was considered hopelessly outdated; today a growing number of charter school leaders acknowledge the research showing that integration promotes academic achievement and social-emotional growth for all kids. They are opening new schools, like Charles Drew in Atlanta and the Larchmont schools in Los Angeles, that seek to serve diverse student bodies. Even Michelle Rhee, the teacher accountability hawk, noted that in a perfect world, private schools would be illegal.* She actively recruited college-educated parents to enroll their children in D.C. public schools because she knew more socioeconomic integration had the potential to improve education for all the city’s children. In 2014 the Obama administration issued new regulations to allow charter schools that receive federal funds to weight their admissions lotteries in order to achieve racial and socioeconomic diversity.

Some other great ideas: At Tech Valley High in Albany, New York, the Linked Learning schools in California, and the MET schools in Rhode Island, teenagers learn not only in the classroom, but also as externs in adult workplaces, so they understand how powerful education is in the real world and become more motivated to make it through high school and college. (Surveys of dropouts found many leave school because they believe it is irrelevant to earning money.) There is also a growing consensus around the cognitive, social, and economic benefits of universal pre-K, another priority of President Obama that has not attracted much Republican support in Washington, but is gaining bipartisan steam at the state and municipal levels. In short, teacher evaluation and tenure reform—whether through value-added, peer review, or other means—are only two elements of any agenda to turn around underperforming schools.

BE REAL ABOUT THE LIMITATIONS OF OUR SYSTEM

Sometimes I worry we are engaged in magical thinking about the American education system itself. We hope the federal government can drive reform, and ideas about school improvement are typically introduced at the national level. Yet, in the words of education historian David Labaree, our school system is “radically decentralized” compared to the systems of our peer nations in Europe and Asia. The United States Constitution never mentions education, leaving it as a responsibility of states, cities, and towns. Today only 13 percent of the financial support for local schools comes from Washington, with the rest about evenly divided between municipal property taxes and state funding.

The federal secretary of education can place conditions on funding in order to encourage favored reforms, like states adopting teacher evaluation systems that encompass student test scores. But he has zero oversight at the level of implementation, where so many well-intentioned social policies—especially education policies—are simply ignored or twisted beyond recognition. This dynamic played out with disappointing results during the Great Society era and again in the Reagan years, after A Nation at Risk inaugurated our contemporary federal school reform movement. President Obama’s Race to the Top agenda faces similar risks. In a number of states, the administration’s policies have already led to the absurd reality of teachers being evaluated based on the test scores of children they have never taught or even met.

Why do national reform priorities keep getting misinterpreted on the ground? The federal Department of Education has no power over state legislatures or education departments. There are no federal inspectors of local schools to make sure principals, superintendents, and school boards understand how to use complex new tools like value-added measurement of teachers. Unique among Western nations, our national government does not produce or select high-quality tests, textbooks, or reading lists for teachers to use. Lastly—and perhaps most importantly—we consistently expect teachers and schools to close achievement gaps and panic when they fail to do so. But we do not provide families with the full range of social supports children need to thrive academically, including living-wage employment and stable and affordable child care, housing, higher education, and vocational training, in addition to decent nutrition and health care.

In the absence of these “bridging instruments” between policy and practice, I fear American politics will continue to reflect profound disappointment in teachers, and teachers themselves will continue to feel embattled. But there is hope. If we accept the limitations of our decentralized political system, we can move toward a future in which sustainable and transformative education reforms are seeded from the ground up, not imposed from the top down. They will be built more upon the expertise of the best teachers than on our fears of the worst teachers. This is how we will achieve an end to the teacher wars.



* Rhee borrowed this quip from Warren Buffett.
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An oil portrait of Catharine Beecher, c. 1830, when she was already—in her early thirties—America’s first media-darling school reformer. American teaching had been a largely male profession, but as Beecher recruited well-bred young East Coast women to become pioneer teachers in the West, she helped transform teaching into acceptable work for middle-class ladies. She attacked male teachers as “intemperate … coarse, hard, unfeeling men, too lazy or stupid” to educate America’s children.

(Harriet Beecher Stowe Center, Hartford, Connecticut)
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A daguerreotype of Horace Mann, c. 1844, when he was the nation’s first state secretary of education, in Massachusetts. Mann realized employing female teachers would save taxpayers millions of dollars due to women’s lower wages. He idealized female educators not as academics but as “celestial” public servants motivated by Christian faith and moral purity.

(Massachusetts Historical Society)

[image: ]

An 1848 portrait of Susan B. Anthony, when she was a twenty-eight-year-old teacher at the Canajoharie Academy in upstate New York. She proudly wrote home about this plaid dress, wondering if her sisters, who did not earn their own wages, did not “feel rather sad because they are married and can not have nice clothes.” Anthony would soon travel across New York State organizing female teachers to demand equal pay.

(Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, University of Rochester)
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Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 1856 with her daughter Harriot. Stanton was a wealthy woman who educated her seven children at home. She disdained the teaching profession as “a pool of intellectual stagnation” and hoped young women would soon be able to pursue more prestigious careers in law, medicine, and the clergy.

(Library of Congress)
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Charlotte Forten in 1860 at the age of twenty-three. An affluent black woman born free in Philadelphia, Forten volunteered to teach in a one-room schoolhouse for emancipated slaves in the South Carolina Sea Islands. She helped inaugurate a tradition of privileged, highly educated African Americans serving the race through teaching. Forten called her time on St. Helena Island “a strange, wild dream”—one that challenged many of her pious preconceptions about lifting her people out of dependence and poverty.

(Getty Images)
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Emancipated slaves working with cotton at Port Royal in the South Carolina Sea Islands, 1862. As part of the Port Royal Experiment, the Union initially offered the freedmen communal ownership of their former owners’ land. But President Andrew Johnson ended the project in 1866, allowing former slave owners to return and reclaim their property. Many of the students Charlotte Forten taught became sharecroppers.

(Library of Congress)
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W. E. B. Du Bois, the pioneering theorist and historian of African American education, who taught for one summer in a rural, black public school. He believed black teachers should be part of the college-going “talented tenth,” writing that teachers must “be broad-minded, cultured men and women, to scatter civilization among a people whose ignorance was not simply of letters, but of life itself.” In 1901 his critique of Booker T. Washington and strict vocational tracking for black children cost Du Bois an appointment to lead the colored public school system in Washington, D.C.

(Library of Congress)
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Margaret Haley, leader of the nation’s first teachers-only union, the Chicago Teachers Federation, founded in 1897. Called a “lady labor slugger” and accused of leading teachers and children into “sedition” and “revolt,” Haley understood that through an alliance with male, blue-collar organized labor, female teachers could better advocate for equal pay, the vote, and increased school funding.

(Chicago History Museum)
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Ella Flagg Young, c. 1810–1815, when she was the superintendent of the Chicago public schools—the first woman in the United States to lead an urban education system. Young began her career as a teacher and fought vocational tracking based on IQ scores. Inspired by her mentor John Dewey, she argued, “In order that teachers may delight in awakening the spirits of children, they must themselves be awake”—meaning intellectually engaged and empowered by their work.

(Library of Congress)
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In 1940 the American Federation of Teachers expelled the New York City Teachers Union (TU), afraid its communist politics would taint the still-nascent teacher unionism movement. The TU then affiliated with the Congress of Industrial Workers (CIO). In this promotional image from a 1945 issue of the New York Teacher News, a white-collar teacher forges a partnership with a blue-collar worker.

(October 13, 1945, issue of the New York Teacher News, Collection of the Tamiment Library, New York University)
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New York City Teachers Union members lobby for substitutes’ rights and multicultural education, 1945. This gadfly band of young teachers, many of them communists, fought aggressively for academic freedom and for schools to embrace a broad antiracist, antipoverty agenda—a platform that anticipated many later-twentieth-century goals of education reform.

(November 3, 1945, issue of the New York Teacher News, Collection of the Tamiment Library, New York University)
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Alongside his own elementary school teacher, “Miss Kate” Deadrich Loney, President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 1965. As a young man Johnson taught in a segregated, Mexican American public school in rural south Texas. He later portrayed teachers as revolutionary foot soldiers in the War on Poverty. Federal funding for poor children’s schools would “bridge the gap between helplessness and hope for more than 5 million educationally deprived children,” he said.

(Francis Miller, the LIFE Picture Collection, Getty)
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Al Shanker in 1965, as president of the United Federation of Teachers in New York City. The UFT was the nation’s first major teachers union to earn collective bargaining rights. With a series of daring strikes, Shanker and his union raised teacher pay and empowered teachers in the education policy debate. Though he advanced many ideas for school improvement, from racial integration to pre-K to tests of teachers’ subject-matter knowledge, Shanker was infamous as a defender of teachers even when students got in the way. He once said, “Listen, I don’t represent children. I represent the teachers.”

(Library of Congress)
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By a show of hands, members of the United Federation of Teachers vote overwhelmingly for a strike on the first day of school, September 9, 1968. Al Shanker is at the podium. “This is a strike that will protect black teachers against white racists and white teachers against black racists,” he said. But some UFT members were motivated more by fear of activists and parents of color making demands on urban teachers and schools.

(Bettmann/Corbis)
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Rhody McCoy, administrator of the community control experiment in Ocean Hill–Brownsville, Brooklyn. In 1968, McCoy attempted to remove nineteen tenured teachers and administrators from the neighborhood’s public schools, all of them white. The action provoked a sixty-thousand-teacher strike led by Al Shanker. McCoy believed that if black and Hispanic parents got involved in their children’s schools, they would be able to show white teachers how to “set a tone so you didn’t have any such thing as ‘disruptive children.’ ”

(Bettmann/Corbis)
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Secretary of Education Terrel Bell and President Ronald Reagan meeting at the White House in 1983, the year A Nation at Risk was published to widespread acclaim. The federal report, Bell’s brainchild, depicted a “rising tide of mediocrity” in American public education, and blamed dullard teachers drawn from the bottom quarter of high school and college graduating classes. While promoting merit pay and alternative certification for teachers, Bell and Reagan ended the federal government’s commitment to school desegregation.

(Corbis)
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A Teach for America corps member works in her third-grade classroom in Washington, D.C., 2008. Her white board references the priorities of the standards and accountability school reform movement: high standardized test scores on the DC-CAS exam and other forms of measurable learning growth.

(Brendan Hoffman/AP/Corbis)
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