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Children

What Teachers Say
About Children

in America

Schools, families, and communities must work
together to meet the educational and emotional

needs of children.

T he nation's teachers are not satis 
fied with the impact of school 
reform. In a Carnegie Foundation 

survey of thousands of teachers, we 
found that 23 percent of today's teachers 
feel morale in the profession has im 
proved since 1983; 49 percent say it has 
declined Further, despite all of the talk 
about school renewal, three out of five 
teachers report that they still have virtu 
ally no time for classroom preparation 
during the school day, nearly 30 percent 
have ten or more class preparations 
every week, and more than a third say 
class size has increased since 1983

But the most troubling responses 
we received from teachers concerned 
students and the the growing gap be 
tween the school and the home. Nine 
teachers in ten said lack of parental 
support is a problem at their school; 
89 percent reported abused or ne 
glected children to be a problem, and 
nearly 70 percent said that poor health 
and undernourishment were among 
the problems children face

Begin with the Children
At the end of our survey, we asked 
teachers if they had anything else to
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say about their work. Half the teach 
ers—11,000—took time off between 
correcting assignments to jot down 
their thoughts, and what they wrote 
was powerful—and often poignant 
Many comments revealed great frus 
tration about working conditions—too

To improve the 
quality of the 
nation's schools, 
we must begin with 
the children.

many students, too much paperwork, 
and too many mindless interruptions. 
But a surprisingly large number 
talked, not about themselves, but 
about their students

A kindergarten teacher in urban 
Minnesota who has taught for 19 years 
wrote:

The dtPicult pan of teaching is not the 
academic The difficult pan is dealing with 
the great numbers of kids who come from 
emotionally, physically, socially, and finan 
cially stressed homes. Nearly all of my 
kindergarten kids come from single-parent 
families Most of the moms realty' care for 
their kids but are very young, underedu- 
cated, and financially strained Children 
who have had no breakfast or who are 
fearful of what their moms' boyfriends will 
do to mem—or to their moms—are not 
very good listeners or cooperative partners 
with teachers or with their peers. We are 
raising a generation of emotionally stunted 
and troubled youth who will in turn raise a 
generation of the same What is the future 
of this country when we have so many 
needy youngsters?

To improve the quality of the na 
tion's schools, we must begin with the 
children For years we have been talk 
ing about them in dry, disaffecting 
terms They are students, cohorts,



The Secret Ch*

i at me miuurc :»-._*—. . -sting to a family breakup and described behaviors UHHJ.C.. ., r._ , 
;iMig the crisis. Parents were nodding their heads in agreement; a number of them 

~sgan to share concerns with each cither, and a lew stayed late to chat with the

therapists.To evaluate our efforts we held debriefing sessions for teachers and central office 
supervisors; and we solicited feedback from parents and students in the program. 
The teachers noted especially their own increased awareness of the difficulties their 
students had encountered and their ability to respond sensitively as a result But the 
students made the most rewarding comments of all, such as: "It was good to make 
Mends" and "It made me feel better to know that other people in the school had the 
same problems" and "Thanks for taking the time to care."
JMtti Ray Row is Principal, North Springfield Elementary School, 7602 HemingCX,
Springfield, VA 22151. He initiated this program as a principal in Knoxville,

f««wssee.Tennessee

classes—in short, abstractions we do 
not have to touch In fact, only once in 
A Nation at Risk is the word children 
used

Seek the Child's Perspective
Thomas Jefferson, playing out one of 
the first schemes for public education 
in America, argued that the mission of 
schools should be to make children
'useful instruments for the public 

And we've been talking in these utili 
tarian terms ever since Our need to
produce' these instruments" might 

be why we put so much emphasis on

workbooks, tests, and quantitative 
measures of children s progress

Regardless of the motivation, public 
policy matters are viewed, all too of 
ten, from the perspective of an adult, 
not a child The call for better schools 
is often framed in terms of a desire to 
make America more competitive in 
foreign markets Certainly, this is cru 
cial, but it has little to do with the 
needs of children

Many teachers surveyed share this 
concern they contend that pressures 
within the classroom are too great and 
may result in children's 'turning off" 
to learning A kindergarten teacher

Teachers contend 
that pressures 
within the 
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"turning off" to 
learning.

with 18 years experience in rural 
Pennsylvania voices her uneasiness

I am extremely concerned about the 
stress our children are exposed to We 
don't seem to allow our children to be 
children any more The push is for earlier 
learning—do it faster' It all starts m the 
elementary grades The children arc not 
able to learn in a relaxed atmosphere We 
no longer have time to read a story every 
day. do creative dramatics, learn through 
experimentation, and review previous 
learning

A primary school music teacher in 
suburban New Jersey speaks for many 
colleagues when she criticizes the 
pressures caused by the growing reli 
ance on test scores to measure stu 
dents—and teachers'—performance

In the large, affluent suburb w-here I 
teach, the pressure is on the kids and the 
teachers from kindergarten through high 
school to get go«xi grades, bring up the lest 
scores, and be the best (on the test) 
Cla.ssr(x>rn teachers are locked into curric 
ulum, scheduling, and test preparation that 
leave little lime for innovation, creativity, 
or diversity m teaching Those teachers 
who would like to have the freedom to 
exercise their professional judgment are 
discouraged and frustrated Of course, the 
competitive atmosphere affects students. 
t(x> Somewhere the meaning of education 
has been lost

Teachers understand exactly what is 
lost when a testing mentality takes 
over A 2nd grade teacher in suburban 
California describes her frustration

We must get them through workbook 
after workbook We musl make them pro 
duce on paper to be verified by all We feel 
guilty doing an an lesson or having a 
wonderful discussion

Because elementary school teachers 
know how vital excellent teaching is in 
the early years, they are baffled and 
disappointed that few others share this
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understanding. A 3rd grade teacher in 
rural Wyoming speaks for many of his 
colleagues when he makes ihis plea 
for the recognition of early education

There is a tendency to overlook elemen 
tary sch(x>ls, especially the lower grades. 
K-3 The opinion seems to he that anybcxly 
can teach those grades and that we need 
our master teachers in the upper grades 
and high sch<X)ls We need gcxxJ teachers 
there, hut that's not where the most impor 
tant things in education are happening 
How can I say this nicely? It s like a dairy- 
farmer saying, "We need to feed those 
calves shredded newspaper so we can cut 
hack on our feed hill and have enough 
money to pay the vet when they get sick ' 
We are overlooking the causes and glori 
fying the cures

Bring Families 
into the Schools
Teachers tell us that working parents 
are spending less time with their chil 
dren, and as a result students may 
enter sch<x>l with limited skills and 
less readiness to learn While teachers 
reali/e they have little control over 
what goes on outside the sch<x>l. they 
suggest ways that schools can help 
families and children A 3rd grade- 
teacher in urban California recom 
mends that parents go up to schtxil. 
too

The parents must have an opportunity to 
go for training on how to help their chil 
dren with the limited time they have Par 
ents must he involved in educating their 
children They must know how important 
their help will he in the success of their 
children's educational future.

A 4th and 5th grade teacher in rural 
New Mexico offers a solution that may 
benefit children and adults by provid 
ing some valuable intergenerational 
connections:

We need more 
adults in our 
schools to provide 
for the educational 
and emotional 
needs of our 
students.

We need more adults in our schools to 
provide for the educational and emotional 
needs of our students. Since more women 
need to work, we cannot depend on vol 
unteers as we did in the past. I feel that we 
need to hire literate education aides to 
work in the classrooms. Older women are 
the most poverty-stricken members of our 
society, and their potential as educators is 
not realized Many older women wc.'jld he 
happy to work a four-hour shift as educa 
tional aides at good wages It would aug 
ment their pensions and make their lives 
easier Older men could also be utilized in 
educational capacities Many children who 
are the victims of absent fathers who don't 
provide monetary or emotional support 
lose the opportunity to form relationships 
with significant nurturing men I really feel 
that schtx>ls are being put in situations in 
which they must provide extra services to 
children who suffer from sociological 
problems

Listen to the Teachers
When children enter school less eager 
and less excited about learning, the 
tasks of elementary teachers become 
more demanding Still, teachers re 
main undaunted The response of the 
majority of teachers is to work harder 
to engage their students' interest; most 
teachers also advocate an increase*! 
role for the school in ensuring the 
well-being of the children A 1st and

2nd grade teacher in rural Georgia 
expresses her belief in practical terms

When kids don't have much at home, 
they need a vision to open the dcx>r of 
their future It has to start in the classnx^m

With all of the indignities and frus 
trations, the vast majority of teachers 
remain committed to their careers— 
and to their students Most teachers we 
surveyed said they plan to stay in the 
profession Most express satisfaction 
with teaching And, by a wide margin, 
teachers say their expectations have 
been met regarding their ability to 
help students loam

But we are living on borrowed time 
In the push for quality in education, 
there is just so much that can be 
accomplished by directives from 
above In the next phases of school 
renewal, partnerships between the 
family and school must be strength 
ened, communities must confront the 
growing needs of students, and all of 
us must listen to the voices of the 
teachers.D

Ernest L. Boyer i s President, The Car 
negie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching. S Ivy Lane. Pnnceton. NJ 08S40
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It's Here!
National Middle School Association's 
New Monograph by Sandra Schurr:
Dynamite in the Classroom
A How-To Handbook for Teachers
This book discards the cookbook approach to teaching, and offers s 

collection of took and techniques to help middle level teachen

and contains reproducible classroom-ready activities.
Well documented and adequately elaborated, the book contains rationale behind the planned 

activities. It shown "how" and explains "why". If yoar leading learn has recognized that 
something is missing in die usual mstructional procedures, yoa wifl delight in mis rich lejource. 
This "bank of took" and technique* win help yoa to truly produce DYNAMITE in tie classroom

Order informatton: woiAT 272 pages $16.00

(8 1/2 z 11 format)

• copieti Dynamite in the Classroom at $16.00 each,Please send me —— 
plus shipping charge*. Ohio rtsidentt add 5.5% gales tax. Make check 
payable to NM8A.
Shipping Charge* 1 book—»1.T» Orders «6O410O—*S.T» 

Orders »6C or few—41.75 Order* over $100—M-M

— School •

-State- -Zip.

Name—————————————
Addrea. ———————————
City ————————-—————
Amt. Enclosed ———————
Send order tot National Middle School Association,

Department AT, 4807 Evanswood Drive, 
Columbus, Ohio, 43229-6292 

IT Phone (614) 848-8211 FAX (614) 848-4301
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