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F  
or twenty-five years I’ve led 
a double life. I’m a full-time 
classroom teacher in a public 

school. To make ends meet for my fam-
ily, I’ve worked during the summers, and 
sometimes weekends, as a carpenter. In 
carpentry there is no higher compliment 
builders give each other than this: That 
person is a craftsman. This one word says 
it all. It connotes someone who has integ-
rity, knowledge, dedication, and pride in 
work—someone who thinks carefully and 
does things well. 

I want a classroom full of craftsmen—
students whose work is strong, accurate, 
and beautiful; students who are proud of 
what they do and respect themselves and 
others.

In my classroom I have students who 
come from homes full of books and stu-
dents whose families own almost no 
books at all. I have students for whom 
reading, writing, and math come easily, 
and students whose brains can’t follow a 
line of text without reversing words and 

letters. I have students whose 
lives are generally easy, and stu-
dents with physical disabilities and 
health or family problems that make life a 
struggle. I want them all to be craftsmen. 
Some may take a little longer; some may 
need to use extra strategies and resources. 
In the end, they need to be proud of their 
work, and their work needs to be worthy 
of pride.

I’m concerned when I pick up a news-
paper these days and find an article about 
the “crisis” in education and how a new 
quick fix will remedy things. I think as 
a nation we’ve gotten off track regard-
ing education. Our concern seems to be 
centered on testing and on ranking stu-
dents, schools, and districts. I believe our 
concern should be centered on what we 
can do in our schools and communities to 
bring out the best in kids.

Needing a Culture of Excellence
Some schools are very good; some are 

not. Those that are good have an ethic, a 

culture, that supports and 
demands quality work. Those 

schools that are not effective need a lot 
more than new tests and new mandates. 
They need to build a new culture. 

In my work with schools across the 
country, I encounter places where stu-
dents are remarkably good at something. 
These schools dominate state competi-
tions in orchestra, chess, wrestling, visual 
arts, debate, and essay contests, and have 
done so for years.

What’s going on here? I don’t think this 
is genetics or luck. Private schools and 
universities can recruit talent, but these 
are public schools. Every year they take 
whatever kids they happen to get and 
make them stars. This phenomenon isn’t 
limited to special areas. My colleagues at 
the Central Park East High School in Har-
lem and the Fenway High School in Bos-
ton work with urban students, almost all 
of whom are low-income and non-white, 
for whom the predicted graduation statis-
tics are dismal. These schools graduate 95 
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A Report to the Nation:
Integrating Excellence and Ethics

Schools need a paradigm shift in character education—
from focusing only on moral character to focusing on both 
performance character (striving for excellence) and moral 
character (striving for ethical behavior), so concludes a new 
report. 

Smart and Good High Schools was released by the Center 
for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect and Responsibility) and the 
Washington, D.C.-based Character Education Partnership, 
with major grant support from the John Templeton Founda-
tion. It describes nearly 100 school and classroom practices 
that are useful to teachers, school leaders, and schools of 
education preparing the next generation of teachers and ad-
ministrators.

The study included site visits to twenty-four award-win-
ning high schools in every part of the country, a compre-
hensive research review, and the input of a National Experts 
Panel and a National Student Leaders Panel. Although the 
findings and recommendations come out of this high school 
research, middle and elementary school educators have said 

they also find the report’s 
conceptual framework and 
many of its practices rel-
evant to their work.

The report defines per-
formance character and 
moral character in terms 
of specific strengths of 
character (lifelong learn-
er and critical thinker; 
diligent and capable 
moral agent; self-disciplined person; contrib-
uting community member; and spiritual person engaged in 
crafting a life of noble purpose) that will help young people 
lead flourishing lives.

The complete report is also downloadable free from www.
cortland.edu/character/highschool (Bound copies are avail-
able from the Character Development Group, www.charac-
ter education.com).

percent of their seniors and send about 90 
percent to college.

These schools don’t have any special 
magic. The key to excellence is this: It is 
born from a culture. When children enter 
a family culture, a community culture, or 
a school culture that demands and sup-
ports excellence, they work to fit into 
that culture. It doesn’t matter what their 
background is. Once those children enter 
a culture with a powerful ethic—an ethic 
of excellence—that ethic becomes their 
norm. It’s what they know.

Unfortunately, most students, I believe, 
are caught on 
school tread-
mills that focus 
on quantity of 
work rather than 
quality of work. 
Students crank 
out endless final 
products every 
day and night. 
Teachers correct 
volumes of such 
low-quality work; it’s returned to the stu-
dents and often tossed into the wastebas-
ket. Little in it is memorable or signifi-
cant, and little in it engenders personal or 
community pride. I feel that schools need 

to get off this treadmill and shift their fo-
cus from quantity to quality.

Work of excellence is transformational. 
Once a student sees that he or she is capa-
ble of quality, of excellence, that student 
is never quite the same. There is a new 
self-image, a new notion of possibility. 
There is an appetite for excellence. After 
students have had a taste of excellence, 
they’re never quite satisfied with less.

Culture Matters
The achievement of students is gov-

erned to a large degree by their fam-
ily culture, 
n e i g h b o r -
hood culture, 
and school 
culture. Stu-
dents may 
have different 
p o t e n t i a l s , 
but in general 
their attitudes 
and achieve-
ments are 

shaped by the culture around them. Stu-
dents adjust their attitudes and efforts in 
order to fit into the culture. If the peer 
culture ridicules academic effort and 
achievement—it isn’t cool to care openly 

about school—this is a powerful force. If 
the peer culture celebrates investment in 
school, this is just as powerful. Schools 
need to consciously shape their cultures 
to be places where it’s safe to care, cool 
to care.

When children first come to school, 
they do care. An enthusiastic attitude to-
ward learning seems universal in kinder-
gartens. By secondary school, however, 
things are very different. I am struck in 
particular by conversations with middle 
school and high school students from poor 
urban or rural neighborhoods who attend 
large schools. When I ask about the social 
norm for showing interest in learning, I 
am often met by friendly laughter. Stu-
dents say you would be out of your mind 
to raise your hand in class or otherwise 
show interest in school. This attitude ap-
pears to be a primary obstacle to achieve-
ment in these schools. 

I was raised with the message that peer 
pressure was something negative. Peer 
pressure meant kids trying to talk you into 
smoking cigarettes or taking drugs. I real-
ized after ten years of teaching that posi-
tive peer pressure was often the primary 
reason my classroom was a safe, support-
ive environment for student learning. Peer 
pressure wasn’t something to be afraid of, 

“When students 
enter a culture that 
demands excellence, 
they work to fit into 
that culture.”
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to be avoided, but rather something to be 
cultivated in a positive direction.

An Ethic of Excellence
Five practices (see sidebar) are essential 

for creating and sustaining a classroom 
culture of excellence:  1) assign work that 
matters; 2) study examples of excellence; 
3) build a culture of critique; 4) require 
multiple revisions; and 5) provide oppor-
tunities for public presentation.

How do I really know what I have done 
for students? How do I know what my 
school has done? I think of my life in my 
small town. The policeman is a former 
student. I trust him to protect my life. The 
nurse at my medical clinic is my former 
student. I trust her with my health. The 
lifeguard at the town lake is my former 
student. She watches my grandsons as 
they swim. There may not be numbers to 
measure these things, but there is a reason 
I feel so thankful trusting my life to these 
people. They take pride in doing their 
best. They have an ethic of excellence.  

Adapted from 
Ron Berger’s An 
Ethic of Excellence: 
Building a Culture 
of Craftsmanship 
with Students 
(Heinemann, 2003). 
Ron Berger was a 
public school teach-
er for twenty-eight 
years and is now a 

school consultant/designer for Expeditionary 
Learning Outward Bound. He can be reached 
at rberger@massed.net. Reprinted by permis-
sion from Center for the Fourth and Fifth Rs, 
www.cortland.edu/character.

1Assign work that matters. Students 
need assignments that challenge and 

inspire them. At the Raphael Hernandez 
School in Boston, for example, middle-
schoolers took on a study of vacant lots 
in their Roxbury neighborhood. Students 
researched the history of the sites and 
interviewed neighborhood members 
regarding what uses they would prefer for 
the lots. They presented their proposals 
to the mayor of Boston and his staff, and 
one of the sites was later converted into 
community gardens.

2 Study examples of excellence. Before 
they begin work on a project, the 

teacher and students examine models of 
excellence—high-quality work done by 

previous students 
as well as work 

done by pro-
fessionals. 
What makes 

a particular sci-
ence project, piece of 

writing, or architectural 
blueprint so good? What was the process 
of achieving such high quality? What mis-
takes and revisions most likely took place 
in the process?

3 Build a culture of critique. Formal 
critique sessions build a culture of 

critique that is essential for improving stu-
dents’ work. The rules for group critique: 
“Be kind; be specific; be helpful.” Students 
presenting a piece of work first explain 
their ideas or goals and 
state what help they 
are seeking. Class-
mates begin with 
positive comments 
and phrase sugges-
tions as questions: 
“Have you consid-
ered...?” The teacher 
uses the critique session as the 

optimal opportunity for teaching necessary 
concepts and skills. Through this process, 
students have regular experiences of be-
ing able to improve the quality of a piece 
of work because of feedback from others.

4Require multiple revisions. In most 
schools, students turn in first 

drafts—work that does not 
represent their 
best effort and 
it is typically 
discarded 
after it has 
been graded 
and returned. In life, when the 
quality of one’s work really matters, one 
almost never submits a first draft. An ethic 
of excellence requires revision.

5 Provide opportunities for public 
presentation. Every final draft students 

complete is done for an outside 
audience—whether a class of 
kindergartners, the principal, or 

the wider community. 
The teacher’s role 
is not as the sole 
judge of their work 

but rather similar to 
that of a sports coach or 
play director—helping them get their work 
ready for the public eye.  

Five Essential Practices
Ron Berger’s

Practices essential for creating a culture 
of excellence.
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Signs of the Times

Auto-B-Good is an award-winning 
twelve-volume set that presents thirty-
six different character traits. Each of the 
twelve volumes contains three 8 to 10 
minute episodes. The thirty-six universal 
traits give schools a unique trait for each 
week of a typical school year and are 
compatible with virtually every character 
curriculum available.  It also includes a 
teacher’s guide for every volume.

Auto-B-Good has already received an 
Emmy Award for graphics and animation, 
a Telly Award for excellence in education 
resources, and the Dove Family Seal of 
Approval.

Tom Lickona, Director for the Cen-
ter for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect and 
Responsibility), says, “Auto-B-Good 
presents engaging, streetwise characters 
that today’s elementary kids can identify 
with—to learn not only why it’s important 
to have good character but also how to be 
honest, dependable, and responsible citi-
zens of the world.  The curriculum guide 
is a well-designed tool for the classroom 
teacher.”

For more information, contact Wet Ce-
ment Productions by calling (719) 488-
0994 or by visiting www.wetcementpro-
ductions.com.

Cars Hit the Small Screen
New Character Education Video Curriculum for Elementary Schools

$220,000 to Fire a 
Tenured Teacher

As a follow-up to his series on “The 
Hidden Cost of Tenure” for Small 
Newspaper Group, Scott Reeder addressed 
some criticism his reports received from 
Illinois teacher unions.

“In the original series, which was pub-
lished in December,” Reeder wrote, “the 
newspapers said school districts rea-
sonably could expect to spend at least 
$100,000 to try to fire a tenured teacher.”

Reeder’s estimate was immediately 
called into question by one of the state’s 
two major teacher unions, the Illinois 
Federation of Teachers, which contends 
such cases usually cost school districts 
less than $50,000.

Small Newspaper Group filed Freedom 
of Information Act requests for every at-
torney bill paid by a school district in a 
tenured teacher dismissal case during the 
last five years. Those bills indicate school 
districts spent an average of $219,504.21 
in legal fees for dismissal cases and re-
lated litigation.

“As staggering as that number is,” 
wrote Reeder, “it actually understates the 
ultimate cost of these lawsuits because 44 
percent of these cases are still on appeal 
and the lawyer bills continue to grow.”
Source—EIA Communiqué

Justice Done
NCATE Drops “Social Justice” as Accreditation Standard
The National Council for Accredi-

tation of Teacher Education (NCATE) 
has decided to drop the reference to 
“social justice” in its professional dis-
positions standard. The announcement 
was made by Dr. Arthur Wise, the 
president of NCATE, at a meeting of 
the Department of Education’s 
National Advisory Commit-
tee on Institutional Qual-
ity and Integrity, which 
was reviewing NCATE’s 
petition for continuing 
recognition. The Nation-
al Association of Scholars 
(NAS), one of the leading 
organizations expressing 
concerns about NCATE’s 
standards, was pleased.

“The NAS has had a long-standing 
concern with the mischief inherent in 
the use of as ideologically fraught a 
term as ‘social justice’ in the assess-
ment of students in teacher-training 
programs,” said Steve Balch, NAS’s 
president. “The concept is so variable 
in meaning as necessarily to subject 

students to the ideological caprices of 
instructors and programs. We are there-
fore most pleased that NCATE has re-
sponded to the efforts of the NAS, and 
other groups that brought this issue 
to the attention of the Department of 
Education, by eliminating its ‘social 

justice’ dispositions standard. 
We trust that NCATE will 

vigorously communicate 
this change to its mem-
ber programs.” 

“Many teacher-train-
ing programs at public 

institutions continue to 
use ‘social justice’ in their 
student-evaluation pro-
tocols. These practices 
raise the same intellectual 

freedom and First Amendment issues 
as did NCATE’s standard. The elimi-
nation of these programmatic politi-
cal tests should be the next step,” Dr. 
Balch concluded.

Source—National Association of Scholars, 
www.nas.org

Free Speech Watch

Dr. Stephen Balch, president of the  
National Associaton of Scholars.

“The potential of  a child is the most intriguing and stimulating thing in all creation.”
— Ray L. Wilbur (1875-1949), President of  Stanford University
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NCLB requires all states, at the end 
of the current school year, to prove 

that their teachers in charge of academic 
classes are “highly qualified.” In an era of 
accountability, it’s a reasonable request. 
After all, we ask students to be proficient 
in their subjects. Shouldn’t we ask the 
same of their teachers?

States have had four years to prepare 
for this deadline. Are they ready? They 
say yes. During the 2003-2004 school 
year, the latest for which data are avail-
able, thirty-one of forty-seven states re-
porting to the Department of Education 
claimed that at least 90 percent of their 
elementary and secondary classes were 
taught by highly qualified teachers. As 
it turns out, however, the numbers most 
states reported were bogus.

Stunning Problems
While making onsite visits to see how 

they were faring, federal officials uncov-
ered stunning problems in forty written 
compliance reports. Teachers were classi-
fied as highly qualified based on criteria 
that did not match federal requirements. 
Some long-time teachers, for example, 
were treated as highly qualified simply 
because of their seniority. Whole catego-
ries of instructors, notably special educa-
tion teachers, were omitted. And every 
state considered middle and high school 
history teachers highly qualified if they 
were licensed in the field of social stud-
ies rather than in history itself, as the law 
demands. 

The three states reporting the highest 
percentage of highly qualified teachers 
were, not surprisingly, among the worst 
offenders. For example, Washington state 
claimed that 99 percent of all its teach-
ers were highly qualified. However, when 
Education Department monitors showed 
up in May 2005, they quickly saw why 
that figure was so high. The state incor-
rectly recognized as highly qualified any 
teacher with an elementary or special ed-
ucation degree. 

Connecticut was reviewed in January 
2006. The Constitution State began requir-

ing subject-matter tests of all elementary 
teachers in 1988, so theoretically, every 
teacher hired in elementary education on 
or after that date who also held full state 
certification met the federal standard. But 
the state also counted, incorrectly, all el-
ementary teachers hired prior to 1988 as 
highly qualified. Furthermore, federal of-
ficials found that Connecticut had not yet 
collected teacher data from all of its 195 
districts and that it did not have a statewide 
database that included information about 
its highly qualified teachers. Instead, it 
had a licensure and certification database 
from which state officials concluded that 
99 percent of core academic classes were 
being taught by highly qualified teachers. 
But, with few exceptions, the state includ-
ed all fully certified teachers in that per-
centage, whether they had demonstrated 
subject matter competence. 

During the Minnesota review in No-
vember 2005, federal officials found that 
the Land of 10,000 Lakes considered 
highly qualified all elementary teachers 
licensed prior to 2001, even if they had 
not demonstrated subject matter compe-
tency. In addition, Minnesota did not re-
quire teachers hired after the first day of 
the 2002-2003 school year to take a rigor-
ous subject-matter test. The state’s report 
that 99 percent of its teachers were highly 
qualified was unquestionably wrong. 

Consciously Misleading
It is entirely possible that Washington, 

Connecticut, Minnesota, and the other 
states that reported bogus numbers will 
ultimately prove to the Education Depart-
ment that their teachers meet the federal 
requirements for highly certified. How-
ever, we can’t count on their word alone. 
They’ve been consciously providing mis-
leading data to the public for years. 

Because most states have not met the 
highly qualified teachers mandate, Sec-
retary Margaret Spellings announced last 
October that they might be given an extra 
year if they started to show good faith in 
meeting federal requirements. In a March 
21, 2006, letter, the Education Depart-

Highly Qualified Shame
States shirk their responsibility to provide accurate data 

By Phyllis McClure

ment announced it would ask most states 
to submit a revised plan for getting all 
of their teachers highly qualified. States 
must also complete a review of their 
highly qualified designations by the end 
of the present school year, and put special 
emphasis on closing the “teacher quality 
gap” between rich and poor schools. 

Waiting Too Long
The flexibility is understandable on 

the federal government’s end. Clearly it 
waited too long before investigating lofty 
state claims; now it has no choice but 
to be patient. Also, securing high-qual-
ity teachers—especially in high-poverty 
high-minority schools—is difficult. But 
it’s essential if we’re to improve student 
academic achievement. 

States ought to be ashamed for reporting 
such inflated statistics. Because of their 
dishonesty, educators now have but one 
year to achieve the highly qualified desig-
nation, a fact that will surely mean good 
teachers who, with appropriate warning, 
could have met the requirements, will fall 
by the wayside. Of course, No Child Left 
Behind itself will take the blame. But this 
time there’s no doubt that it’s the states 
who have shirked their responsibilities—
to not only students but also teachers.  

Phyllis McClure, an independent researcher, 
tracks implementation of No Child Left Behind 
for the Citizens’ Commission on Civil Rights.
Reprinted with permission from The Fordham 
Foundation, Education Gadfly.
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The Don Quixote 
of Education
Looking backward on his 
horse, Kozol rides again.

By Chester E. Finn, Jr.

Once upon a time, Jonathan Kozol 
played a formative and construc-

tive role in my career. Death at an Early 
Age, his evocative tale of the tribulations 
of inner-city school children and the tri-
als of a novice Boston teacher, appeared 
in 1967—two years after the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, three years 
into the War on Poverty, and just as I was 
trying to figure out what to do with my 
life. It strengthened my resolve to plunge 
into the icy, swirling waters of education 
reform. 

Since then, I’ve learned a lot about 
what makes schools (and kids) tick and 
what sorts of reforms have a chance of 
transforming American K-12 education 
into an enterprise that, in fact, leaves no 
child behind.

Alas, Kozol has learned nothing. He’s 
been writing the exact same stuff for 
four decades, blaming the woes of urban 
education (and urban kids) on racism, in-
adequate spending, and, of late, testing. 
(See Marcus Winters’ article in the Spring 
2006 issue of Education Next.)

His Crusade
Kozol’s latest crusade is to strike a blow 

at standards-based reform in general and 
NCLB in particular. On June 16, he circu-
lated an update written for those “Educa-
tion Activists who have asked me: where 
do we go next?”

Kozol’s answer: he’s formed a new 
group called “Education Action” in order 
“to fight racism and inequality and the 
murderous impact of the NCLB legisla-
tion...with the goal of mobilizing educa-
tors to resist the testing mania and directly 
challenge Congress, possibly by a march 
on Washington, at the time when NCLB 
comes up for reauthorization in 2007.” 

He notified his mailing list that Edu-
cation Action is now headquartered in a 
house that “we’ve purchased for this pur-
pose” (but which also seems to be Kozol’s 

home address) in a lovely, leafy neigh-
borhood of Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
just off high-rent Brattle Street and a few 
short blocks from Harvard Square—the 
perfect place from which to crusade for 
equality.

“We are already in contact,” he wrote, 
“with our close friends at Rethinking 
Schools, with dozens of local action 
groups like Teachers for Social Justice 
in San Francisco, with dynamic African-
American religious groups that share our 
goals, with activist white denominations 
[whatever that may mean], and with some 
of the NEA and AFT affiliates, in par-
ticular the activist caucuses within both 
unions such as those in Oakland, Miami, 
and Los Angeles. But we want to extend 
these contacts rapidly in order to create 
what one of our friends who is the leader 
of a major union local calls ‘a massive 
wave of noncompliance.’” 

A massive wave of noncompliance, 
huh? Just what disadvantaged American 
school kids need. That will surely close 
the learning gap and guarantee them ba-
sic skills and core knowledge. But there’s 
more. Kozol and his allies are also “de-
termined that we turn the growing, but 
too often muted and frustrated discontent 
with NCLB and the racist policies and 
privatizing forces that are threatening the 
very soul of public education into a se-
ries of national actions that are explicitly 
political in the same tradition as the civil 
rights upheavals of the early 1960s. We 

want to pull in youth affiliates as well and 
are working with high school kids and 
countless college groups that are burning 
with a sense of shame and indignation at 
the stupid and destructive education poli-
cies of state and federal autocrats.”

The phrase “time warp” doesn’t quite 
do justice to this view of education—and 
of politics. It may be more like profound 
cynicism blended with self-aggrandize-
ment. Kozol has grown wealthy by selling 
books to educators and speaking at their 
conferences. Now he’s joining—even 
seeking to lead—the anti-NCLB backlash 
among educators, all the while waving 
his familiar flag of racism and injustice, 
yet refusing to offer any plausible alterna-
tives for fixing our failing urban schools.

If he has his way, those inner city kids 
will stay ignorant forever—and he can 
keep penning outraged (but bestselling) 
books about their mistreatment at soci-
ety’s hands. Where’s the real injustice in 
this picture?  

Chester E. Finn, Jr. is 
president of the Thomas 
B. Fordham Foundation 
in Washington, D.C., 
and a former U.S. Assis-
tant Secretary of Educa-
tion. 

This article is reprinted with permission from 
Education Gadfly, a publication of the Thomas 
B. Fordham Foundation.

The phrase “time warp” doesn’t quite do justice to his view of 
education—and of politics.
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A professional 
teachers 
association 
for the 21st 
century

Imagine
Imagine an association that 

offers all of the professionalism 
and protection that teachers 
want…without the partisan 
politics.

Association of American 
Educators (AAE) is a nonprofit 
professional education 
association, offering many of 
the same benefits to teachers 
that teacher unions provide, 
such as liability insurance—but 
at a fraction of the cost and 
without partisan politics and 
controversial social agendas.  
AAE believes professional 
educators should be free to 
voluntarily join a local, state, 
or national association of their 
choice.

AAE envisions a future when 
teachers will be in control of 
their own careers, be paid more 
for the hard work they do, and 
even individually negotiate 
compensation and benefits—if 
they so choose. 

Discover
Did you know that you can get 

liability insurance from sources 
other than your school district or 
school unions?  In fact, if liability 
insurance is the main reason 
you belong to a teachers union, 
you are paying hundreds of 
dollars more each year than you 
need to pay.

Our comprehensive program 
provides $2,000,000 in liability 
protection per occurrence, and 
legal defense costs are paid in 
addition to this amount!  The 
plan also pays for consultation 
with a local attorney who will 
look after your interests, not 
the organization’s, if you are 
threatened with termination, 
suspension, involuntary 
reassignment, or demotion.

AAE’s policy is purchased 
for our members through the 
Trust for Insuring Educators, 
which represents over 1.5 million 
educators nationwide.

Innovate
The twenty-first century will 

provide more opportunities for 
educators to explore new and 
innovative ways of advancing 
the field of education. AAE is 
taking the lead in promoting new 
standards of professionalism 
and educational excellence. 

Teachers are indeed teachers 
by calling, but they can only 
be professionals by choice.  
Association of American 
Educators is helping to create 
professional career options for 
teachers, unlike other education 
organizations that merely protect 
the status quo.  AAE is a much 
needed and credible source of 
revitalization—advancing the 
profession through cooperation, 
not conflict.

The leadership of AAE 
envisions an exciting and 
rewarding future for American 
educators.  Your decision to join 
today will help make this vision 
a reality!

Join
Join with thousands of your 

colleagues and start receiving 
these benefits:

$2,000,000 liability insurance
Access to legal assistance at 
the onset of problems
Additional and supplementary 
insurance benefit plans
Interactive polling data to 
make your voice heard by 
state and national government 
officials
Teacher scholarships and 
classroom minigrants
Newsletter covering the 
cutting-edge of the teaching 
profession
Professional development 
workshops
Updates on education policy 
and changes in education law
Reasonable annual dues. 
Save $300 to $400 versus 
union dues.

To join today, visit 
www.aaeteachers.org.
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Following the release of our study What 
Education Schools Aren’t Teaching 

About Reading—and What Elementary 
Teachers Aren’t Learning—in which we 
reported the dismal finding that 15 per-
cent of a representative sampling of ed 
schools weren’t teaching the science of 
reading—we do have one piece of encour-
aging news. The customary pushback that 
usually follows on the heels of any rally-
ing cry for the science hasn’t happened. 
There’s usually no shortage of educators 
willing to insist that the science of read-
ing isn’t science but a “point of view,” but 
not this time. Could the end of the reading 
wars possibly be in sight?

Refreshing Response
The new president of the American 

Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education (AACTE), Sharon Robinson, 
responded to our report with refreshing 
candor, though a bit too much patience: 
“The professional community does in-
deed see the need for change.” She went 
on to say that the new research “is in fact 
starting to influence the field.” Robin-
son’s tempered remarks represent quite a 
sea change for an organization that once 
argued that the science was either invalid 
or a right-wing plot to put scripts in every 
classroom.

National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (NCATE)—whose 
schools, we learned, are no more likely 
to teach the science than nonaccredited 
schools—came out blasting, but it wasn’t 
entirely clear at whom the blast was be-
ing directed. We’d like to think it wasn’t 
us, but that may be wishful thinking. In 
an aggressively distributed press release, 

NCATE told the world that it plans to 
begin to hold its schools accountable for 
what they teach about reading sometime 
next year. Given that the research consen-
sus is close to twenty years old, might we 
suggest the fast track?

Foot Dragging
And in an interesting twist on the read-

ing wars, we learned that NCATE is sit-
ting on an important new study that ex-
amines the degree to which state licensing 
tests actually test any reading knowledge 
that is based on science. NCATE’s reluc-
tance seems to be a pattern in Washington 
these days, but in this instance it’s any-
one’s guess why NCATE is blocking the 
release. Ironically, the paper was paid for 
by U.S. Department of Education Read-
ing First funds so the paper is unlikely to 
be hidden much longer.

For the study, the nation’s largest test-

ing company, ETS, obligingly gave access 
to a review team from AACTE to look at 
five of its tests that purportedly test read-
ing knowledge (which begs the question, 
how many reading tests does this nation 
need?). As it turns out only one of the five, 
the Praxis 0201, contains much science, 
and that test is only used by Tennessee...
and only sort of. Tennessee has never set 
a passing score for the test so it’s not clear 
how anyone could fail.

Testing
The NCATE study did find three other 

tests that test what they say they test. All 
were tailor-made for three states with a 
strong track record for their dedication to 
reading science: Massachusetts, Califor-
nia, and Virginia. And given the reluctance 
of so many ed schools to teach the science 
of reading, these tests play a critical role. 
Until ed schools accept the science in ear-
nest, the only practical way to ensure that 
teachers get the training they need to be 
effective with the most children will be 
for states to require stand-alone reading 
tests. Anything less—including any test 
in which only a portion is dedicated to 
the reading science—will continue to fall 
short.  

Kate Walsh is presi-
dent of the National 
Council on Teacher 
Quality (www.nctq.
org). This article is 
adapted from the 
Teacher Quality Bul-
letin.
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