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If teachers appear to be another silent majority, it
is not that they have nothing to say, but that they

are mired in an unrewarding, denigrating
workplace where no one listens.

It's astonishing to me that the mices 
of teachers, and principals are not 
more audible in the current discus 
sions and debates about sclxiol im- 
profement It's unthinkable that any 
other profession, undergoing the same 
scrutiny, u>ould allow all the descrip 
tions of practice, analyses of practice, 
and prescriptions, for improting prac 
tice to come from outsiders looking in 
Where are the voices of the i nsiders? 
Why can't u>e walk into a school and 
see and hear the mission of that school 
conveyed with clarity and com-iction' 

What will allow teachers and ad 
ministrators to take their ou*n tisions 
seriously—and act on them'

Roland Barth'

F or days after first encountering 
the above statement by Roland 
Barth, I conducted an intense 

interior monologue with him In my 
imaginings, 1 told him precisely what I, 
a definite insider, w ith 16 years' expe 
rience as a classroom teacher in public 
schools, thought about his comments. 
Obviously, he had struck a raw nerve 
His is a disturbing observation be 
cause it is such a blend of truth and 
ignorance The truth lies in his realiza 
tion that the voices of insiders are 
indeed not being heard and that this is 
an "astonishing" and critical omission 
It is to Barth's credit that he even 
noticed this omission; most of those 
"describing, analyzing, and prescrib 
ing" for the classr<x>ms of America do 
so with blithe disregard for the practi 
tioners who stand daily in the midst of 
those classnx)ms But Barth's igno 
ranee lies in his apparent assumption 
that we practitioners do not already 
take our visions seriously and have not 
acted on them.

The longer I thought, however, and 
the more I berated Dr Barth in my 
head, the more I ftKused on the terms 
insider/outsider and how they come 
close to defining the problem The gap 
that exists between the university or 
foundation-based researcher, theorist, 
or writer, whose visions usually ap 
pear in print, and the classroom teach 
ers, whose words and visions seldom

go beyond four walls, is wide and 
deep Dependent and independent 
variables, validity, reliability, null 
hypotheses are niceties that perish in 
the real-world classroom. And practi 
tioners rarely publish, not because 
they have no insights worth sharing, 
but because they are busy creating 
learning centers or grading essays and 
because publishing brings no reward 
to the public school teacher

However, academicians should not 
equate this absence of rhetoric with 
lack of vision The truth is much more 
complex In fact, the current miasma 
in education probably arises from a 
massive case of frustrated vision. As 
bored as I am with hearing about 
teacher burnout, I believe the phrase 
hints at a reality. Burnout implies that 
there was a fire, a spark, to begin with. 
Barth should be asking what doused 
that spark. The paradox of education 
as a profession is that it attracts people 
with visions into a system designed to 
frustrate those visions

Most of the teachers in our public 
schools today have been teaching for 
over ten years ample time to have 
acted upon their beliefs and goals and 
to have found out just what the system 
thinks about their visions I would 
invite Barth to have a cup of coffee in 
any teachers lounge or to walk a 
teachers' picket line sometime and 
interview some of us Question a 40- 
year-old football coach with his clip 
board and whistle, talk to the chemis 
try teacher still sporting a crew-cut and 
polyester pants, dialogue with the ele 
mentary teacher or the English teacher 
who leave school looking like bag 
ladies as they cart papers and materials 
back and forth Ask these people why 
they became teachers, and he will hear 
nothing but vision Love of subject and 
children impelled these people into 
the profession, and it is precisely what 
is driving them either out of it or 
underground

Actually, the image of Barth dialogu 
ing in the teachers lounge or on the 
picket line is too fanciful to sustain It 
is unlikely he would come and even 
more unlikely that teachers would

open up to him if he did Experienced 
teachers do not talk about visions; it is 
too painful Like soldiers at the front, 
we have learned to assume a flippant 
and hardened attitude Thus, we are in 
the current state that Professor Barth 
finds so distressing

To a degree. I share his distress; 
indeed, I am reminded of a scene 
from John Howard Griffin's Black Like 
Me, in which a northern college pro 
fessor visiting a southern campus 
leaves in disgust because blacks keep 
rejecting or misunderstanding his of 
fer of help. In similar fashion, teachers 
must exasperate those, like Barth. who 
have our best interests at heart. What is 
our problem? Why don't we get a little 
dignity, pull ourselves up by our own 
bootstraps, act on our own visions? 
Believe me. we have tried; but it has 
taken 20 years of struggle to attain 
salaries that are still only barely above 
poverty level in their beginning steps. 
Thus, our energy has been sapped by 
the attempt to climb the lowest of 
Maslow's rungs. So it is not that we are 
either shiftless or stupid that keeps us 
silent about visions It is that we are 
tired tired of being powerless pawns 
in a s>tstem that treats us either with 
indifference or disdain

Take a look at the working world of 
the insider You will find that it is not 
an atmosphere that nourishes visions. 
Though we teachers are numerous, 
we are virtually powerless We affect 
none of the key elements in our work 
ing lives For example, we have no 
control over class size or the length of 
the school day and class periods. We 
have almost no input into the form 
and content of report cards We do not 
select our schedules, grade levels, or 
the buildings in which we teach. 2 In 
deed, we do not even control the time 
within our own classrooms, for we are 
slaves to the PA. to notes from the 
nurse, from guidance, the librarian, 
the main office We are often without 
the essentials, like paper and pencils 
and desks. In many buildings, janitors 
and secretaries control these. Acquir 
ing a new pencil sharpener may in 
volve stroking three separate egos and
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forgetting everything you ever read 
about reporting sexual harassment. 
Often, obtaining the basics interferes 
with teaching the basics.

When individuals or groups lack the 
weight of power, it is easy to overlook 
them. They become, in Ralph Ellison's 
word, invisible And so it is with teach 
ers. Notice how nonexistent we are on 
the current rash of task forces, study 
teams, and commissions overrunning 
our workplaces. For instance, no prac 
ticing classroom teacher is listed 
among the 23 observers acknowl 
edged at the end of Ernest Hover's 
Carnegie Foundation study, which 
produced High School, nor among the 
"distinguished colleagues" cited in the 
forenotes. John Goodlad, in A Place 
Called School, thanks a score of staff 
members and colleagues at the con 
clusion of his important work, but all 
seem to be university professors, foun 
dation administrators, or research as 
sistants: none is identified as a class 
room teacher The inclusion of one 
teacher, a former national Teacher of 
the Year, on the 18-member National 
Commission on Excellence in Educa 
tion smacks more of gracious token 
ism than of serious regard for teach 
ers' concerns It is true that all of these 
studies are valuable and that they all 
surveyed, observed, and interviewed 
teachers, but until teachers are seen as 
critical members of the project team, 
we retain the aura of powerlessness 
and invisibility

Outside experts are not the only 
ones who treat teachers with little 
respect. Since the students' rights leg 
islation of the 1960s, teaching, even 
within the walls of the schoolhouse, 
has become a Rodney Dangerfield 
profession. After the Supreme Court 
extended civil rights protection to mi 
nors, fear of litigation paralyzed prin 
cipals and school boards, and teachers 
soon learned that reporting students 
for violating school rules was an exer 
cise in futility. Thus, teachers achieved 
a kind of invisibility even in their own 
buildings In secondary schools, for 
instance, teachers in the halls are rou 
tinely bumped, jolted, and exposed to

"Experienced 
teachers do not talk 
about visions; it is 
too painful. Like 
soldiers at the front, 
we have learned to 
assume a flippant 
and hardened 
attitude."

language that would make Serpico 
blush In classrooms, students at their 
desks seem unaware of the teacher up 
front as they discuss sex, drugs, and 
drinking. Since students gained their 
civil rights, teachers have stopped in 
sisting upon their own

It is perhaps this condition of invisi 
bility and powerlessness that to a de 
gree explains the sticky issue of tenure 
and merit pay. Now, no one deplores 
the invulnerability of incompetent 
teachers more than those of us who 
long ago went beyond competence to 
mastery Try knowing that you are 
taking home the same or a smaller 
paycheck as Mr Jones down the hall 
who has been using one set of tests for 
ten years and spends most of his 
school day running football pools. Yet 
most of us are wary of abolishing 
tenure or agreeing to merit raises, for 
our experience has been with power 
figures more interested in their power 
than in our merit. We have seen re 
peatedly how they view "merit Every 
building has its group of teachers 
judged as "meritorious" in the eyes of 
the principal. These good teachers 
smile a lot; they love to attend PTO 
meetings and chaperone student

dances They never cause trouble by 
failing too many students or suggest 
ing new ideas In return, they are 
rewarded with such perks as small 
classes and easy schedules. Bad teach 
ers, in the eyes of many building ad 
ministrators, are those who get uppity 
or act sulky Bad teachers complain if 
there is no heat or no paper or no 
nurse on duty They read and have 
ideas for change and sometimes even 
want the system to support these 
ideas They ask questions at faculty 
meetings and file grievances They 
sometimes even completely forget 
their place and go over the principals 
head to a board member or central 
office administrator Bad teachers end 
up with potty patrol, lunch room su 
pervision, detention hall duty, the larg 
est and the most challenging" classes

Not surprisingly, teachers have been 
quick to pick up some of the survival 
strategies historically favored by the 
powerless We can shuck and jive with 
the best, and because we know there- 
is no reward for, or even evaluation of, 
a job well done, we have learned to do 
just enough to keep everyone happy 
Boyer accurately describes this as an 
unspoken, unwritten corrupting con 
tract that promises light work [to stu 
dents] for cooperation in the class 
room. ' Susan Rosenschultz calls it "re 
tiring while on the job."' We know we 
can do this with impunity because 
once inside our classrooms we are 
largely ignored, not because we are 
trusted but because as long as we or 
our students don't cause trouble, no 
one really cares'1 The folks up at the 
big house don't mind what we do 
down here in the quarter, just as long 
as we look happy about it

Needless to say, we are not happy 
We don't like ourselves very much 
Most of us don't even want to be us.' 1 
We definitely don't want our children, 
especially our sons, to become us." A 
science teacher quoted in High School 
told his daughter that if she went into 
teaching, he would not pay for her 
education." and the history teacher 
featured on the ABC special, To Sai>e 
Our Children, To Save Our Schools,
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told his sons thai if they ever contem 
plated leaching as a career, he would 
disown them Many of the best of us, in 
terms of ability, can bear the life no 
longer and in increasing numbers are 
opting to walk out of the classroom,9 
for it is common knowledge that the 
only way "to get ahead in teaching is to 
leave it." 1 "

Given the conditions of the profes 
sion. it does not seem astonishing to 
me that Roland Barth hears no talk of 
'visions in the halls of our public 
schools like Langston Hughes with 
his dream deferred, most teachers 
have seen early visions wither and die 
"like a raisin in the sun

Yet, despite all this, many of us. 
behind a mask of cynicism, which is 
the best defense against repeated dis 
appointment, have kept the ideals that 
lured us into the classroom in the first 
place. But we have gone undergound 
with them, exposing them to only a

few close colleagues and. of course, to 
our closest colleagues our stu 
dents but never to the outsider like 
Barth whose insistent optimism is at 
odds with our reality We know that 
the way to make our visions come true 
would mean, as it is so beautifully put 
in In Searcl) of Excellence, " that those 
who implement the plans must make 
the plans."" Now there's a vision 
worth pursuing But this would mean 
acknowledging the existence of the 
invisible teacher as the major factor in 
the educational paradigm; this would 
mean, as Theodore Sizer states, "em 
powering Horace," 1 - and Horace and I 
both know that this will never hap 
pen.D
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Good News! A Response to Dombart
ROIAND S. BARTH

I t hurts, of course, to he blud 
geoned about the head and shoul 
ders with a sharp instrument in 

this case a pen But I rind behind the 
ad hominem attack in this strong state 
mem far more good news than bad 
The format of Dombart's article is 
reallv a letter to the editor of Educa- 
tional Leadership w ritten in reaction 
to an article in another journal. Kap 
pan There's not enough cross pollina 
tion among compartments within our 
profession I like it Secondly, the au 
thor has clearly read and been pro 
voked by my article Most of us who 
write are never sure our work will be 
read, let alone what response it will

evoke. More good news. Third, this 
public school teacher clearly demon 
strates that a teacher can grade essays, 
create learning centers, and engage in 
good writing about practice Very 
good news Finally. Dombart has artic 
ulated with great insight and passion 
the pathological characteristics that in 
terfere with teaching becoming a pro 
fession.

When we have that cup of coffee in 
the teachers' lounge. I look forward to 
talking about her personal vision of 
good schools, about the presence of 
visions among others who work in 
schools, and about the costs and bene 
fits to teachers and administrators of

revealing their visions. Id also like to 
compare notes from my years as teach 
er and principal.

I'm delighted that my writing 
helped elicit hers I agree We need 
many good, strong, wise words in 
print coming from within schools 
Even if scorched a bit bv it. I celebrate 
the persistence under trying circum 
stances of this lively spark Gtxxi news 
indeedO

Roland S. Barth i s Senior Lecturer in 
Education and Codirector of The Princi 
pals' Center. Harvard I'niversity. Graduate 
School of Education. Monroe C Gutman 
Library. Appian Way. Cambridge. Massa 
chusetts 02138
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