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The decade of the 1980s emerged as an era of intense scrutiny of the educational world. 

Commission after commission brought to bear its findings, which, in every instance, can 

be summarized by the simple conclusion: the quality of our education system must be 

improved. The clarion call to Excellence, an elusive quality at best, was sounded 

throughout the land by professionals, politicians, and the lay public. The rhetoric of 

reform was strong. One report, headed by a former United States Commissioner of 

Education, stated that the nation was "at risk," that it was endangered by a "rising tide of 

mediocrity." Excellence and mediocrity are far apart on everyone's tide table.  

In the autumn of 1957 the Soviet Union placed into Earth orbit the world's first 

artificial satellite, a grapefruit-sized sphere with a radio transmitter in it. It was called 

Sputnik. The United States had its own satellite in orbit within months of the Soviet 

launching, but the point had been made to millions of Americans that something was 

wrong. If we were not first in space, it followed logically that we were not first in a 

number of other arenas, most notably in the classrooms where present and future 

scientists were cultivated. Thus an outside event served as catalyst for an era of sustained 

attempts at educational reform.  

  The launching of Sputnik coalesced public opinion, and it became reasonably 

 easy to enact legislation that freed dollars toward efforts to change the education system. 

 This became especially so as the society was mobilized behind efforts to provide equality 

 of opportunity for children of all races. That initial reform era, which lasted through the 

 1960s  and into the early 1970s, was primarily one dedicated to curriculum change: new 

 math,  new science, new social studies, and so on. There were also some attempts to 

 change patterns of instruction leading to such innovations as team teaching and open 

 schools. In short, it was a time of expansion-the student population reached new highs, 

 creating more  jobs for teachers-and of great experimentation. In time, the revolution ran 

 its course. It became the victim of a number of related societal forces, among them a 

 primitive but  powerful movement called "back to basics," which  was essentially a call 

 for a return to  instruction as it had apparently existed prior to the curriculum revolution 

 of the 1960s.  

 
 Past and Present 

Our purpose here is not to offer a detailed account of the educational scene over the 

past thirty years, but merely to sketch the backdrop against which the current calls to 

reform exist. As ideas for the reformation of American public education are put forward 

in the closing years of the twentieth century, it is well to keep in mind several important 

factors: (1) for more than two decades there has been a steady decline in performance on 

most standardized tests of achievement by American students, (2) approximately one-

fourth of our young people do not finish high school, (3) it has become increasingly 

difficult to recruit the ablest high school graduates into the teaching profession, and (4) 

basic skills testing of teacher education college graduates for certification as public 

school teachers in several states has shown failure rates of 30 percent and higher. These 



and other items, widely circulated as news stories by the popular press, have once again 

brought us to a watershed in American educational history.  

A curious contrast is found between the prescribed reform measures of the 1960s 

and those of the 1980s. The earlier period saw the path to salvation in the form of the 

applications to school settings of the research findings of certain learning theories, 

particularly applications of the relatively new (to the schools) ideas of cognitive 

psychology and behavioralism, inquiry learning, behavioral objectives, behavior 

modification, and competency-based instruction.  

Current reform measures represented a more modest, less expansive agenda. Few, 

if any, contained curriculum innovations or ideas for experimentation. They were, rather, 

a stern, no-nonsense call to higher standards: higher standards of achievement, of teacher 

training, of discipline. The ideas put forth ranged from lengthening the school day and 

school year (the "more is better" theory) to recruiting teachers directly from industry 

and/or subject matter areas, bypassing schools of education. In most instances the reform 

measures, unlike their 1960s counterparts, did not call for massive infusions of federal 

money for their development and implementation. In short, the earlier era was one of 

creative (often naive) energy devoted to program development, and the later era was one 

of emphasis on academic standards in a far narrower sense, based on the flood tide of 

legislation by the states.  

 The Issues  

  How did we arrive at this state of affairs? The best answer seems to be that no one 

 really knows. Possible reasons include an expansion of the career opportunities 

 available to women (such as in law and business), teaching salaries that have not kept 

 pace with those of other professions, the general loss of prestige of  teaching as a 

 vocation, apathy on the part of students and parents, lack of sufficient funds, and so on.  

  The suggestions put forth as remedies by various groups include lures to 

bright students such as cash incentives, grants in aid, and forgivable loans. Other 

ideas include greatly increased teacher salaries and even differential salaries so that 

crucial areas such as math and science teaching could attract people from industry.  

The other problem, that of upgrading the quality of teacher training is equally 

troublesome. While it is possible that no school of education could reasonably be 

asked to perform miracles with the apparently less able group of students preparing 

for careers in education today, there does exist a widespread concern that much of 

what passes for teacher training is of questionable value.  

Certain states, notably Georgia and New Jersey, have instituted programs 

whereby college graduates with no pedagogical training are able to receive 

provisional certification to teach in the subject area of their academic degree. While 

the ostensible reason for such a move is to react quickly to fill the ranks in areas of 

teacher shortages, it is clear that there are those who value the content background 

of a teacher over the methodological training he/she might have received and that 

they are influential enough to persuade state certifying departments of their point 

over the objections of the teachers' unions and teacher training institutions.  

  The issue of teacher competency continues to grow, and schools of 

education find themselves increasingly under fire for producing essentially 

incompetent teachers. There is a certain irony to this in light of the fact that the vast 



majority of teacher competency tests are not tests of pedagogy but rather of the 

most basic skills of literacy and numeracy which should have been acquired not 

during teacher training, but prior to that time. It has long been assumed, wrongly 

perhaps, that anyone trained in methodology would already possess the skills of 

reading, spelling, writing, and computation. Now a whole new growth industry has 

emerged in education. Such businesses are peopled by those who operate remedial 

skills "labs," which service the victims of English and math tests and so on, and by 

those who develop, "validate," and administer teacher competency tests. No doubt, 

in time, the legal profession will become involved in the spate of litigation which 

will follow, as teachers and would-be teachers are rejected from the profession 

through testing.  

  The common argument of the National Education Association (NEA) and 

of many schools of education is that teaching competencies have less to do with 

knowledge of basic skills than with the ability to perform effectively in the 

classroom. The feeling is that while the two may be related, that is not necessarily 

the case. Regarding the testing of teachers and teaching candidates, the NEA's 

position is unequivocal:  

 

The NEA condemns any legislation which requires teachers, regardless of 

experience, to be tested in reading, writing, and mathematics, as well as 

their major fields of certification.  

 
  The NEA has opposed testing of practicing teachers and continues to monitor 

 the development, implementation, and impact of testing on teaching candidates in order 

 to ensure equity for all prospective teachers. In 1983, the National Commission on 

 Excellence in Education published a remarkable document that caused for educational 

 reform in the schools of America. The document was titled, A Nation at Risk: The 

 Imperative for Educational Reform, and became widely known for two key sentences, 

 which were at the heart of the report's many recommendations:  

 
 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. . . . We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral educational 

disarmament. 

  Basically, the report said two things: (1) American education is mediocre at best, 

and (2) the purpose of education is to serve the national self-interest. These same two 

sentiments were expressed throughout the nation in 1957 when the Russian Sputnik 

came to symbolize the competitive edge the USSR's schools had presumably achieved 

over ours. In 1983, however, the competitive edge was presumably held not by the USSR 

but by Japan, an economic rather than a military competitor.  

Thus did a Nation at Risk set the agenda for what was to become the list of 

problems which composed the educational debate of the 1980s. Those problems, though 

not surprising even in 1983, remain on the table for the educational reform movement in 

the 21
st
 century. What are these problems and why have we not solved them in the past 

decade?  



Foremost among the problems was the much lamented decline in literacy on the 

part of American students. Although this lack of literacy is discouraging, it is nothing 

new. In fact, the book Why Johnny Can't Read was nearly thirty years old at the time the 

problem was noted once again in A Nation at Risk. What was surprising was the 

expansion of the literacy problem to include the recently coined term "cultural literacy." 

This concept explored in great depth by E. D. Hirsch, Jr. in his book Cultural Literacy 

and by Allan Bloom in The Closing of the American Mind, raised the level of the debate 

from the chronically visited phonics/decoding skills arena to the search for a commonly 

held body of literature, history, and culture.  

  Another issue identified in the report included the disquieting number of students 

 who drop out of public education prior to high school graduation, a figure variously 

 estimated at 25 to 30 percent of students originally enrolled. Also cited in the report were 

 the shortage of well-prepared, well-qualified teachers in such key areas of the curricula as 

 math, physics, English, and special education; the "watered-down" nature of the school 

 curricula itself (and its mainstay, the textbooks); the forecast of a society moving toward 

 a large class of undereducated poor and a small class of comparatively well-educated 

 elite; and the growing threat to education from disrupted home and family life, from drug 

 and alcohol use among students, from discipline problems in classrooms, and from the 

 lack of meaningful ways to address issues related to health and sexual education.  

The problems addressed by A Nation at Risk were, and are, problems of great 

magnitude, and whether they are even "solvable" is problematic. Nevertheless, at least 

two distinctly different solutions were posed. The first attempt at a solution came in the 

form of a spate of legislation from each of the fifty state legislatures. Much of the 

legislation flowed directly from the recommendations set forth in A Nation at Risk and in 

the dozen or more other reports that called for similar reforms. Clearly, the legislative 

approach to school reform represented a top down, centralized strategy. If the schools 

were not doing an adequate job of preparing our young people, then the solution was to 

pass laws, mandates, and regulations. These laundry lists of regulations, usually called 

initiatives, included proposals for longer school years, longer school days, stiffer 

graduation requirements, increased evaluation and testing of students, improved textbooks 

and materials, greater attention to and enforcement of school discipline, academic 

enrichment programs, specialized schools, improved teacher preparation, stiffer teacher 

certification requirements, and career ladder programs.  

These early I980s attempts at reform came, in the words of former National 

Education Association President Mary Hatwood Futrell, "not from the schoolhouse, but 

from the statehouse." In fact, the amount of school-directed legislative activity flowing 

from the fifty state legislatures was staggering. Upwards of 1,000 pieces of enacted 

legislation appeared, a veritable tidal wave of do's and don'ts washing over the schools. In 

short, the answer to school reform was thought to be found in the centralization of power 

and in increased bureaucratization. This was, of course, exactly the opposite path of that 

taken by the many successful corporate organizations around the world that were moving 

toward decentralization, deregulation, and away from top-down, enforced conformity.  

  It was a time in education characterized by research studies that showed that 

 "effective schools" and "effective teachers" were those that used direct instruction, that 

 taught the whole class together, and that enforced a high ratio of""time on task." 

 Obviously, these are things you can tell teachers to do in the name of making them more 



 effective. Thus, as Ernest Boyer, president of the Carnegie Foundation for the 

 Advancement of Teaching, pointed out, teachers were being given "more responsibilities 

 and less authority, less recognition, less empowerment. ..." Statewide regulation has, of 

 course, been around for a long time in the form of credit requirements for graduation, 

 textbook adoptions, length of school day and year, teacher certification, and so forth.  

 What seems surprising in retrospect is the belief that achievement and satisfactions would 

 improve by centralizing authority at the state (rather than the local) level and by 

 mounting a frontal assault on the time-honored American educational tradition of local 

 control.  

  By the late 1980s, a second wave of educational reform was ushered-in. The top-

 down, centralized, bureaucratic approach to school  improvement-was widely attacked as 

 lacking evidentiary credibility by such prestigious groups as the Carnegie Task Force on 

 Teaching as a Profession, the National Governors' Association, the Education 

 Commission of the States, the Holmes Group, and the Association for Supervision and 

 Curriculum Development (ASCD). Even assuming that much of the research on effective 

 schools was correct, the idea of telling local districts and schools what they must do in 

 order to become better ran counter to the idea that the best way for a given school to 

 improve is for that school to decide on its own goals and methods for achieving those 

 goals. The shift to local control was on! As Theodore Sizer  stated, "the decentralization 

 of substantial authority to the persons closest to the students is essential." Local control is 

 a time-honored tenet of American education. And this time  "teacher empowerment" lay 

 at the heart of the matter.  

Riding the crest of this second wave, every state developed legislation calling for 

proposals of "excellence" from local schools. The idea was, and is, to allow teachers to 

participate in "building-based management" and, as Mary Futrell wrote, to enact "the 

principle that effective reform must be defined, designed, and implemented by teachers 

at the local level, working in concert with the local community." Thus, at least 

theoretically, excellence might vary widely from one locale to another. This represented 

a radical reversal of the first wave of reform, which slated that excellence could be 

spelled out and should be exported as a commodity to all schools. Such a remarkable 

shift from a centralized, "we'll tell you" position to a "you tell us" position in the space of 

a few years indicates just how shaky the ground of school reform really is. Whether our 

current decentralized mode of thinking about school reform is "better" is, again, 

problematic. Certainly, there is no reason to think that in order for schools to be 

excellent, they must be alike. Also, there is much to be said psychologically for allowing 

people to control their own destinies, particularly if those people are professionals. Thus 

the arguments for local control and diversity are compelling.  

STATE VERSUS LOCAL CONTROL: THE SEARCH FOR 
 As the balance of power in education continues its shift from a centralized to a 

decentralized locus, many inherent difficulties must be overcome, not the least of which is that, 

on average, a state's contribution to the funding base for schools is close to 50 percent. Such an 

enormous figure implies that states will not easily relinquish control to local school districts. 

Thus there is no easy answer to the question of whether or not or to what extent local control will 

emerge as the overwhelming approach to school reform that some have predicted for it. All the 

states are presently making attempts at school reform in such a way as to achieve an equitable 



balance of power between the particular state capital and its legislature and the local schools and 

school districts. One state, South Carolina, offers a good model. South Carolina takes what 

researchers Thomas Timar and David Kirp call an "interactive" approach to decision making, in 

which state and local control are brought into balance. The South Carolina model emphasizes 

balance between state accountability and local autonomy. As Timar and Kirp note, "the South 

Carolina experience also shows that authority and responsibility must be distributed across the 

entire system of education... It is not enough simply to give schools more autonomy; 

encouragement and support must come from the state, as well."   

 A list of selected topics from the recently enacted South Carolina Education 

Improvement Act illustrates that state's attempt to balance state and local authority. For example, 

the "Teacher Incentive Program" spells out clear state guidelines to reward teachers who 

demonstrate superior performance and productivity in their classrooms. But, to reinforce local 

authority, the guidelines state that "no teacher may receive funds under the incentive program 

unless he meets or exceeds all the eligibility standards set out in the district's program. Other 

topics address community involvement, parents as partners in their children's education, and 

broadening the participation of business and industry in the public schools. Thus we see in the 

case of one state, and others will undoubtedly follow, a sincere attempt to achieve a reasonable 

balance of power between the state and the individual locality.  

 

The Answers (?)  

The number of major reports which have been issued in the past several years is 

unprecedented. Never in the years of the republic has such widespread attention to 

American education been accompanied by so many prescriptions for improvement. Of 

the dozen or more major reports calling for reform of the nation's schools, several threads 

of commonality emerge. Of those threads we will use the next few pages to examine five 

prescriptions for upgrading the schools.  

INCREASED CLASSROOM DISCIPLINE. A majority of the reports have called for an 

increased emphasis on classroom discipline, the prevailing feeling being that if teachers 

are not able to enforce rules, then all else is for naught. There is widespread professional 

and public belief that the screws must be tightened. The U.S. Department of Education's 

Commission on Excellence recommends "the development of firm and fair codes of 

student conduct that are enforced consistently"; and the Action for Excellence report of 

the Task Force of Education for Economic Growth calls for the creation of "firm, 

explicit, and demanding requirements regarding-discipline, attendance, homework, and 



 grades." A recent publication titled Effective Schools and Classrooms: A Research: 

based Perspective (Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development) 

begins a chapter titled, "Effective Schools: What the Research Says," by stating, 

"Pick a school you know and ask . . . does the school have an orderly 

environment?" The report to the National Science Board states that  

[the] breakdown of order in the classroom is one of the more disturbing manifestations of 

today's educational crisis. Discipline and, therefore, the ability on the part of the students 

to concentrate is too often absent in classrooms across the Nation. Such problems make it 

difficult for even knowledgeable, creative teachers to teach. The lack of disciplinary 

codes and the interpretation of the law often limit administrators and teachers from 

effectively dealing with discipline problems. Action that should be taken to maintain a 

classroom environment that is conducive to teaching and learning includes:  

• The adoption by schools of vigorous discipline policies which reflect goals and 

expectations.  

• Clear, written statements of the rules. These statements should be distributed to 

students and parents at the beginning of the school year. All rules should be applied 

consistently, fairly, and impartially.  

• Modification, where necessary, of state law to permit effective discipline in the schools.  

 •    Greater support by parents of discipline in the school and classroom.  

 

IMPROVED TEACHER TRAINING.  

The concern for the teacher as an improved product takes on two dimensions: (1) the 

quality of those who choose teaching as a career, and (2) the quality of their preparation-both 

professional and academic. Both issues are profound and difficult to treat. It is probably 

close to impossible to argue the validity of these concerns, but to remedy them poses a set of 

problems for which there exists no sure or agreed-upon cure. The first issue, that of the 

quality of those who choose to become teachers, is vexing to say the least. The absolute 

number of graduating high school seniors who indicate a desire to become teachers has 

dropped dramatically in recent years. Only about 5 percent of current entering college 

freshmen indicate an intent to pursue an education major compared with about 20 percent a 

decade ago. This, of course, poses problems for schools of education because they are now 

forced to select applicants from a far smaller, often less talented pool of prospective students. 

Whereas a few years ago teacher-training screening _ committees were able to reject less 

promising applicants, that is seldom any longer the case. To compound the problem, which 

otherwise might merely be one of supply/demand ratios, those who do indicate a career 

preference for teaching are hardly the best and brightest. Emily Feistritzer of Feistritzer 

associates, a consulting firm that, among other things, tries to make sense of educational 

statistics, writes,  

The level of student ability, as measured by Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, of 

those choosing education as a profession is at an all-time low. Scores of  



college-bound seniors planning to study education in 1932 were 32 points lower than all 

college-bound seniors "On the verbal portion of the test and 48 points lower on the 

mathematics section. Compared to the 36 possible fields of study that a college-bound 

senior could select, those who chose education ranked 33rd on their SAT scores. Only 

seniors intending to major in home economics, ethnic studies, or trade and vocational 

fields had lower verbal and mathematics scores.'  

One proposed remedy is to abolish undergraduate teacher training. Under this approach, 

suggested by the influential Holmes Group, only people with accredited degrees would be 

accepted by schools of education for training. This practice has gained favor around the 

country, particularly in the larger, more prestigious schools. Supposedly, people who already 

possess academic degrees will be better grounded in both the knowledge and the basic skills of 

literacy, numeracy, etc. The effect of the Holmes Group proposal has been a sweeping change 

from a prebaccalaureate method of teacher training to a post baccalaureate approach. Like so 

many other educational innovations, it has been accomplished almost entirely on the basis of its 

seeming propriety rather than on any substantive evidence that this approach will indeed 

produce better teachers.  

TEACHER SALARIES. There is a perception that teacher salaries, while not particularly high 

compared to the salaries of other professions, are adequate because teachers are typically 

assigned a work year of 180 days or 36 weeks, while the work year elsewhere in our society is 

generally considered 240 days or 48 weeks. The reasoning goes that it is quite logical to pay 

someone less who spends 25 percent less time on the job, especially when the source of 

funding is public money. The majority of the commission reports call for a longer year, not 

only for teachers but for students as well. The Nation at Risk report recommended a 200-220 

day school year with 11-month teacher contracts, the difference between the 220 days and the 

II months being devoted by teachers to professional development and to programs for students 

with special needs. Signing teachers to contracts which call for more work days is, of course, a 

reason to raise their salaries.  

CAREER LADDERS. One of the problems that has plagued the teaching profession in good and 

bad times has been the absence of any kind of system of promotion. The beginning teacher holds 

essentially the same rank as the veteran of many years. All public (and many private) school 

systems reward years of service and credits earned beyond the bachelor's degree with pay raises, 

but there has been no corresponding method of granting the kinds of psychological advances 

found in college teaching, where it is possible to advance through various professional ranks, or 

in the system used by the federal government to advance civilian and military employees.  

Critics of American education have pointed to the lack of personal incentive which 

permeates a system where rewards are basically unrelated to performance. A salary scale which 

recognizes only years of service and college credits earned beyond the Bachelor's Degree is 

hardly a screen for separating excellence from mediocrity. There is good reason to suppose that 

in a system of any kind where poor performance is rewarded in equal measure to good 

performance, good performance suffers. The argument is put forth that teaching is a complex 

act which is difficult to assess. The National Education Association is on record as stating that 

the Association believes that instructional performance pay schedules, such as merit pay, are 

inappropriate because of the complexity of the teaching-learning process.  



The argument that the complexity of a process makes it inappropriate to judge 

performance is an intriguing one which may have a certain amount of validity. On the other 

hand, most processes that involve human interaction are fraught with intangibles, yet attempts 

are still made at assessment. To assess a baseball player’s performance, the result of complex 

processes, one looks at certain statistics: batting average, fielding percentage, stolen bases, runs 

batted in, and so on. Still, the player is part of a team, and such intangible measures as 

leadership, cooperation, and so forth must also be taken into account.  

One could not, of course, press the analogy too far between teaching and playing a game 

without raising an uproar. But if batting, fielding, base running, and pitching are basic skills of 

baseball-and can not only be identified but measured as well, in spite of the intricately complex 

processes involved in each-then might we not ask the question whether the teaching learning 

process permits some identifiable measures of performance? An answer to that question is posed 

by the Florida Coalition for the Development of a Performance Evaluation System, a group 

representing school districts, the Florida Department of Education, and schools of education in 

Florida. The coalition has documented one hundred and twenty-one specific teacher behaviors 

that have been shown through research to be directly related to increased student achievement 

and improved classroom conduct.  

What the Florida group has done is of some significance. They have identified two 

important outcomes of teaching and learning, namely student achievement and classroom 

conduct, and have translated the findings of literally hundreds of research studies into a 

"knowledge base for the measurement and development of teacher performance." The intent is 

to use this and seven other accompanying volumes as part of the meritorious teacher program 

created by the Florida Legislature.  

At the present time, twenty-four states have adopted or are considering master teacher or 

career ladder programs, and six have pilot projects under way. In most cases, the career ladders 

have several rungs which incorporate both title and pay differentiation. Tennessee's Career 

Teacher Program includes a first-year Probationary Teacher rank and four "incentive steps" 

from Apprentice Teacher through Career Levels I, II, and III. Salary add-on ranges are from 

$1000 to $10,000, depending on the level and the length of the contract (for example, nine 

months versus ten months). The Career Teacher Program includes a requirement that teachers 

pass a recertification evaluation every five years. Teachers are evaluated at the local level for 

advancement up the first three rungs, but state teams will evaluate candidates for Career II and 

III levels.  

MERIT PAY. The theory of merit pay is exceptionally simple: Pay people who produce more 

or who produce better results more money than people who produce less or who produce 

inferior results. In other words, you begin with the premise that not everyone contracted to do 

the same job will give you the same results. Some will give you better results than will others. 

Businesses have, of course, used merit reward systems for years. There is nothing new here. In 

some areas of the work place, merit pay is automatically built in. For example, people who are 

engaged in sales and who work on commission are paid according to how much-they sell. Such 

a system encourages industrious employees to spend more time and energy trying to make 

sales.  



The difficulty of merit pay in a profession such as teaching is found in the argument that 

good teaching is infinitely hard to measure. Students' test scores, achievement results, 

satisfaction with their learning, and-so forth have been suggested as the basis for merit pay 

consideration for teachers. Proponents of merit pay state that excellence in the classroom should 

be rewarded. Opponents argue that there is essentially no satisfactory way in which to compare 

teachers because no two teaching situations are the same….  

EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS AND EFFECTIVE TEACHING  

A considerable amount of educational research has emerged in recent years around the 

concepts of effective teaching and effective schools. "Effective" in this context refers to 

the level of students' academic success, as measured by standardized tests, in the skills 

areas of reading and math. While one might argue that this is a narrow definition of 

success by students in a given classroom or school, it does address an issue of prime 

public concern, that of basic literacy.  

The research showing that some teachers and schools are more effective than others 

is descriptive (as opposed to experimental) and ad hoc in nature. Specifically, test scores 

are compared either from teacher to teacher or from school to school and, when there are 

discrepancies between or among learning situations which should otherwise achieve 

similar outcomes (because of socioeconomic status, resources, etc.), then reasons for the 

differences are identified. It is as simple as that. Patterns invariably emerge which 

separate more effective teachers and schools from their less effective counterparts.  

Richard Hersh has identified a number of the key differences from which patterns 

emerge. He places the differences into two categories: a school's academic climate and 

its social climate.  

With respect to academic matters, Hersh states that effective teachers and schools: 

• Are more effective at achieving a match between curriculum goals and day-to-

day teaching 

• Assign homework more often and follow through by evaluating it. 

• Keep students at task achieving more time for instruction 

• Utilize a variety of teaching strategies. 

• Consistently monitor student progress. 

• Provide opportunities for student responsibility. 

 

With regard to social organizations, Hersh says effective teachers and schools 

 

• Articulate clearly their academic and social behavior goals 

• Expect and enforce order and discipline 

• Hold high expectations of conduct and achievement from students 

• Demonstrate caring attitudes toward students. 

• Provide public rewards and incentives for academic success. 

• Are backed by administrators who provide leadership. 

• Are supported by the community. 



· Effective teaching and schooling occur when all these forces are consistently brought to 

bear. The best learning conditions occur when teachers, students, administrators, and the public 

understand and agree to these high standards. There is little doubt that you will need to 

incorporate this list into your personal agenda as you look to your own career in teaching.  

 

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OFRESEARCH TO EDUCATIONAL REFORM 

One of the most lasting and perhaps least noticed elements of school reform is the 

systematic, gradual development of the research base in teaching. The fact is that we 

have a substantial body of research-based literature available to us today. Politics, fads, 

societal momentum, etc. will always be major contributors to educational change and 

development. But we increasingly know more about what makes some teachers more 

successful than others. This information does not naively overlook the social 

construction of classrooms and the often unpredictable nature of classroom life. Rather it 

gives us a sense of direction.  

The Institute for Research on Teaching at Michigan State University conducts and 

synthesizes research in the area of teaching and teacher effectiveness. The Institute is 

directed by researchers Andrew Porter and Jere Brophy. Porter and Brophy have put 

together a synthesis of the database that has accrued over the past decade, and several 

specific points emerge from their work. What they give us is a much sharper picture of 

effective teachers and effective teaching than we have had in the past.  

Porter and Brophy describe the effective teacher as an involved, concerned 

professional who cares about his or her subject matter, students, and methods of 

teaching. The sketch that they provide is that of a complex, day-to-day operation run by 

a semiautonomous professional whose businesslike routine is the product of reflective 

thinking and thoughtful decision making about what is important and of lasting 

significance in teaching and learning.  

Porter and Brophy offer the following research generalizations about effective 

teaching:  

1. Good teachers are clear about their instructional goals. They have a sense 

of purpose regarding their task, and that purpose is well articulated. Such a 

sense begins with such simple questions as "What am I trying to 

accomplish with these students this year?" or "What are the key ideas that 

I want to teach these students?"  

2. Good teachers are knowledgeable about the content they teach. This 

implies not only that they have a solid background of formal coursework 

in their disciplines but that they are interested in continuing reading and 

learning in the subjects they teach.  

3. Porter and Brophy identify from the research literature that good teachers 

are knowledgeable about a range of instructional strategies. In order to 

reach all their students and offer some variety in the day-to-day routine, 

teachers need to have a command of a number of useful strategies that 

range from lecture to discussion to independent study.  



        4.  Good teachers communicate to their students what is expected of them-- 

   and why. In the teaching/learning equation, the teacher is the designated  

   leader,  and must use the position to tell students what they are expected to  

   do and know. Of course, in a democratic society, it is good to let your  

   followers know why you are doing what you do.  
 

        5. Good teachers are knowledgeable about their students. They may be  

            teaching history, but are also teaching people, and it is necessary to get to 

                                  know those people to adapt learning to their needs. Students in any situation 

                                  will learn varied amounts, and the quality of what they learn will vary as 

                                  well.  

 

6. Good teachers accept responsibility for student outcomes. This is not to 

say that individuals are not responsible for the work they do; rather it is an 

admission of the joint responsibility for learning that a good teacher accepts, 

along with each of her or his students.  

 

7. Research shows that good teachers make expert use of existing 

instructional materials. Textbooks, worksheets, etc., can become the entire 

social studies program in the hands of an uninspiring teacher. Skillful 

teachers see the text as a valuable resource but not as the key to the 

curriculum.  

 

8. Effective teachers teach students metacognitive strategies and give them 

the opportunity to use them. Problem solving, critical thinking, and 

reflection on the things studied enable students to look more deeply into 

concepts and important issues than they otherwise might if they merely try 

to master content.  

 

9. Good teachers attempt to develop connections between their own subject 

area and other subject areas. History, geography, economics, and the other 

social sciences are highly integrative disciplines that cry out for connections 

to literature, biology, mathematics, architecture, and other subjects. To deny 

or ignore the relationships that potentially can be cultivated is to diminish 

what is taught-to leave it poorer than it might have been.  

 

10. Research in effective teaching tells us that good teachers monitor student 

understanding by offering appropriate feedback. Students like everyone 

else, need and want to know what they are doing right and what needs 

correction.  

 

11. Good teachers are thoughtful and reflective about their practice. They 

think about what they do and share it with others. And they try to profit 

from their experiences, good and bad.  

 



 This list of research generalizations is eminently practical. Each point represents 

something that teachers can implement within their own classrooms. Some are more difficult 

than others, and we do not presume to glibly suggest that these things will happen overnight 

merely because we present them in these pages. To the serious student of educational practice, 

this is a tangible goal structure for ongoing improvement of the teaching craft. 


