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INTERVIEWER

A number of changes and innovations to the educitionsl system are
currently under considermtion: for example, the idea, advoeated by James
Coleman amd others, of nlwniug up instriction 1o entieprencurs ordside
the schools (hut under cantract with the sehool system) 1o teach the one
stthject in witiel they specialize: arithmetie o aesding, These owside
contractors worshd he paid on the basis of the childs aoensed perforn.
ance on standirdized tests. Goleman wints the Tidl privilepes of cons
sper's choice for parents, Phey could sendd their ¢hild to these reading
or arithmetic programs owside the schoal on refeased time, or the child
could stay wholly within the school to Tears these subjects,

Would you, as president of the United Federation of "Feachers, be
willing to go along with a plin of this kind?

Interview with A'bert Shankel"

Let's take a look at something basically educational in naware, in
which there is considerable Treedlom ol cheice: namely, the whele area
of private sienmer camps where middle cass parents send theiv childien,
bthink an incdepth anabysis of bosw parests choose privite st counps
Tor their children woutld Jead us to the condinsion that very lew paaenis aie
sophisticatesd erough to know whar is edsertionatly worthlle for their
childhen, tut most of them selear cnmps that wrture theiv diifdren inn
merorizing parts in some big specticnisr pevlormed lor e paienn s
the emd of the week, that there s a good deal of vathey chenp conner.
ciadisn in- the business, that the chifd s used and abused Tan e e
ix firtered in seme way, | just don't think we ean do with cducation
what we do with shoes, Tden't think we can simply sav “Eer the boser
beware,”

'm not prepared to say that hecause 1,008 parents make the wiong

The pollowing interview was held nior o the beginning of the curyent
seliood year fan dugnst 8 19a8) and was slightly vevised before 'hl(!':h'rllr
Hen, N ois the fivst inoa seviey of terriews fnowlich pressing and cons
rrovessial fapics veluting ta edweation will be disoessed, " Uhe pext fane af
Fhe Deban Resdew wdl contant an infevviens with Lestierdd Covello, who

francerved the community s el f10 Newe York City,

Photographs by Fran Goldstrom

SHANKER

I think the wards "willing 10 go along with™ are not gnite appropriate,
tindoubtedly there are some changes ahaut to ocewr in the edocationml
field which we would like to see comne about, dlong with ochers of which
we disapprove. Like everyone within ain sacicty, we'll Bave 1o live with
hoth types of change and make appropriate changes within our own
organization. The important thing i whether the pantkular duange
Ieing recommended is likely 1o praduce more effiviency, greatey elfective-
ness, greater educational outprt. Is it likely 1o solve the great problem
of our time In the educational fickd, which is the massive academic re-
tarcition of students, ospecinily among the poor and ine o urben
ghettos? 1 futve ruaher grave doubts as o whether setting cdnation up
on a privide murket system witl necessivdly accomplish that,

s

choice, saciety is to have no rofe here, And thaef, 1 believe, vndeilies a
gnod dea of what Coleman ks proposing, You sce, 1 think that by ghving
privents the choice of schools vou provide o lot of parental satislaction
owe Tied ondy ene wothpaste on the mavket, Esuppose we'd ali complae
abwout 310 bt i we're Dree 1o choose oty 17, none of them good, we
least have the psydhologien] satisfaction of choosing, And 1 womde
whether D Colemam amd other advocates o the commercial model e
propostirg it becaose they really believe iUs going to he cdugationadh
more efficient or beeause they think it's going to defuse the dyinnne
which now exists in ghetto areas by giving people a series of alternatnes
aH of which may be pretty bad,

Ancther related problew: wherever private industry operates il thee
i some sort of money-making motive, the effect of industiy on wovon
mental decision making s onormons, Fhat s, suppose tha the Fand
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Motor Company, General Electric, General Motors, IBM, and so forth,
all went into the business of teaching kids to read and write and learn
arithmetic, and suppose the results were not particularly great by ob-
jective standards. Couldn’t we be expected to be faced with a huge
barrage of public relations, of lobbying, which would continue to provide
governmental subsidies for these industries even if they didn't function
well?

Look at the current campaign of people who produce paper, trving
to convince housewives that half of the meat should be hidden from
view. Or the campaign on the part of rifle associations, and so forth.
I'm not saying we should keep private businesses out altogether: I'm
not saying we shouldn’t experiment with new structures. I think it's
worth trving. I just happen to be very wary of saving THIS IS THE
ANSWER, with capital letters. I think all forms of social organizations

have diseases. Public bureaucracies do, but so does private industry. Un-

fortunately the pendulum has swung to a point where . . . you know,
at one time we all naively thought that if only the government per-
formed all services, human heings would have no problems. We now
realize that that was an error. But I think ir's just as much an error to
say that all we have to do is dismantle government and turn everything
over to private business, and that is going to provide an answer to
human problems. '

Then too, if you simply take all the scores of all the children in one
school and fingd that they are higher than another school, that wouldn't
tell you anything, would it It might telt you that a certain school at-
triacted students whe were already loaded with handicaps and that other
schools mav have effective students who came there with certain advan.
tages. Wouldn't vou control at all for sociceconomic class? Wouldn't vou

control for pupil mobility? Wouldn't vou control {for whether there were
both parents at home or no parents at home, or one parent at home? 1f
vou don’t control for those and other factors, what would you find out?
The school that didn't do as well would turp around and say to the
parent, "Well, this is why we didn't do as well, and your child wouldn't
have done as well if he had gone elsewhere either.” The point is, unless
you have a fairly accurate instrument for measurement, you're not really
telling parents anything.

INTERVIEWER

There would, of course, have to be controls. For example, Coleman
specifies that no contractor could accept from any one schoot a higher

proportion of white children or, say, children of college parents than
existed in that school.

SHANKER

I think that the plan, once it's been set up with all the controls Coleman
wanits, has a great deal to recommend it. But I doubt that it's going to
be very acceptable politically. I think what's likely to happen is that
the business enterprises will fight for their share of the profits; I'm less
certain that any of them will go down to Washington to make sure that
the section is included in legistation guaranteeing that the schoal is
integrated both racially and on a socioeconemic basis. That, unfortu-
natelv, will become the expendable part of the program when it has (o
be politically compromised, Therefore, I would sny that some lairly



Is it true that black teachers
are better able ta reach black
children?

sophisticated analyses have to be developed as to which of these schools
is really performing and which is not. And once you know which schools
are performing and which are rot, why allow parents to make the choice?
Why shouldn’t the governmental institution automatically shut down
those that are not performing? Why shouldn't students be compelled to
go to schools on the prototype of those that are succeeding and prohibited
from going to those that are not? Why spend public funds on any school
thar is really shown to be doing poorly? [ think there’s a basic contra-
diction in Coleman's notion. It’s very good 1o say that schools oughe to
be accountable and that we ought to measure in some accurate way what
their accomplishments are, but why then jump to saying that parents

ought to be given a free choice? Once vou know which product is better,

which one is worse, you ought to avoid free choice. It seems to me that
vou only give the consumer free choice in areas where taste is essential,
By all means, let me buy the design of TV set that I want and the size
that 1 want, and the same with a radio and tape recorder, and so forth
~ assunting thaz they all work. But once vou get something that is going
10 be harm{ul and something which isn't harmiul, something which works
and something which does not, then it seems to me there's a public
resporsibility not to allow people to make that choice,

INTERVIEWER

You mentioned the word ‘accountability’. What are vour thoughts on
the whole area of accountability? Accountability of schools and of teach-
ers and principals?

SHANKER

I believe that schools must develop svstems that are accountable. There
has to be accountability at everv level. We ought to know whether voung
teachers do better than older teachers, whether teachers with a permis-
sive approach do better than those with a strong emphasis on discipline,
Which one tends to produce more in the way of achievement? Is it true
that black teachers are better able to reach black children, or is it not
true, in terms of achievement?

Alter we ascertain this, we may still And that it's socially desirable to
develop integrated experiences, that achievement is just one of the values,
But these are the things that we ought to know. We ought w know
whether a particular set of muterials hrings about greater progress with
kids or not, a pardcular ser of texthooks. a particilar sequence in the
learning ol mazerial, a particular styvle of organization in the school. If
the principals are selected by examination. what dees that do o a
whool: G0 thev're selecred by parents, what does that doF 1F they'ie e
lected on a colleginte model, does that have anv effect on cutputy I think
all these things have to be very cureluily worked out vo that we an
abandon those particulur models and stvles and wpes of people who
terd w nmke lor fullure and encourage an bxrease in those who end
to make [or suogess,

What [ osery nuechy veact agaiint iy the ovensimplified notion of e

countability which just says well, if a lot of kids are failing in this scheol,
then obviously everybody's no good and the school is no good. We do
not hold doctors accountable in the same way.

INTERVIEWER

Who would do the examining, the evaluating?

SHANKER

I would sav that there have to be governmental institutions and they
have to be {ree and independens. That is, vou wouldn't expect a school
to evaluate itself, and that {requently happens now. The same teacher
who teaches the children gives the tests at the end of the vear. And the
principal, who also feels that his reputation is at stake, instructs teachers
on Low to administer the test. And the district superintendent, and so
forth. Se throughout the country I would sav there’s good reason to
question the results that come out of a testing program like that.

I think it's very interesting that 13 out of the 15 largest cities in the
country wouldn't allow Coleman to come in to test the <hsldren. The
UFT is very much in favor of a national assessment. We think that
national standards and norms have to be developed and that we have
to have somebody dissociated with local government, with locat schools,
and even with institutions of higher learning, which also have an ax to
grind. T think thar, basically, it is the responsibility of the [ederal gov-
ernment. [t's extremely important to develop a huge arm ol «lucational
research; it's every bit as important as to have a bureau of labor statistics
which gets all sorts of economic information for the counin

INTERVIEWER

Mr. Shanker, what is the UFT's position on use ol so-called pavaprofes
sionals in the schools — people from within the communrinn otien parents.
perhaps with some training, though net licensed twachers 1o help
maintain discipline, clerical records, and perform other nosteaching
functions. especially in overcrowded schools?

SHANKER
We have favored the use of puraprefessionals, s a wattes & 0wy our
negotiations in the last seven vears are largely respunsibic o the use
of paraprofessionals within the schools, We Javor using b ot only
tor jobs us school aids, in the cafetenia. and so forth b o w0 i the
classroom 1o perform tpes of instructional activity wnder - < wsiont
and guidance of the weacher. [ think that one of the oo hag the
movement owards paraprolessionals has come about so 1 oueser,
is that it's viewed by boa 5 of education and sminais o« e oven
by dbe tederal govermnent as a lorm of cheap labo v RIS ERTY
hour and vou doen't have o add w the number of o athet

people, Well, thar practice will soon decline. We e ay the
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paraprofussionais. They're rapidly joining our union. Instead of their
getting $L65 an hour, we will seek 3100 a week mininann wage for them;
and they'# be going above that. From now on puraprolessionals will be
hired in school systems because they're needed and because the work
thay they perforn iy educationally desivable, not hecause they're viewed
by some people us ways of saving wmoney, "Fhat jsn't the veason to bring
them in.

INTERVIEWER

Peopie in the community actually know very Hulde abous the operation
of the anion within the school and what the union’s intentions are. What
progruns are bedig proposed 1o inform parents about the union's inten-
tions and goals?

SHANKER

I's very, very difficult to reach an entive city or to reach a large com:
muntity. We do have a rather massive mailing list of purents who are
active at the school and convmunity level, and in the Lise year we sent
owt monthly newsietters to purents. We're also coupurating with Cornell
Univessity School of Labor and Indasuial Relagions. Phey have set up
a series of parent-teacher dialogues in a aumber of areas, and we Inve
now requested that they set this up in every single distvict within
the city,

Then too, paraprofessionals, who are community people, wre going to
be integrated within the school chapters. ‘They will have an equad voice
and equal vote and opportunity o run for office mul participate in the
life both of the community and the union. They will probably serve as
a bridge. They will make & Jot of noise within the union wliivg us what
it is that the connmunity wants that we aren’t doing, bur P adso pretey
sure that they will go back into the connmunity and tell than the prob-
lems the teachers face and some of the things that the schools need from
the teachers' polat of view. Oune ol the major reasons For vur enthusiastic
response to paraprofessionals is that we can probably do nune commnuni-
cating with the community through this group than in any other way,

INTERVIEWER

What zbout the waining required for paraprolessionals?

SHANKER

Fhere are a good many training programs now in eifect, We have one
of our own in which we offer a course to paraprolessivnals to meet high
school eyuivalency, We expect to expand that program. The universitics
have some progrms, as have community groups, antipoverty agencics,
some govermmental agencies. { think that it's a good thing there ure a
variety of approaches at the present time. I don’y think there's any one
and only way of deing it. They're all worthwliile,

We do have some doubts, however, about a lew of the things that are

November 19641 21

going on with the use of paraprofessionals. As I pointed out, some people
support the practice because iUs 1 way of saving money, Teachers may
favor it because it is a way of making their jobs more possible; they can
work with smaller groups of children and they can be relieved of certain
chores thut they shouldn't be porforming. For the government it is a way
of cmploying many who are unemployed. It embraces the whole concept
of new cireers for the poor — good jobs that lead sonmewhere, not dead-
end jobs.

But in addition to all this, there is, on the part of some groups, a
kind of revolutionary strategy: namely, that the paraprofessionals are
community people who wre going 1o come into public institutions, learn
within a year or two how to take them over, then throw out the niddle
ol thut'y in there now and use it as some sort of revolutionary base.
‘There are some antipoverty groups in New York who have trained para-
professionals 1o come into the classroom and be very hostile to the
reacher, 1w sit down and say, "I'm not working here; P sitting back
there atd going our and telling the community low you ure destroying
thuese childeen, ' here to wateh wnd to police and 10 do this and. | .
Tothe extent thut this oceurs, of course, there will be sethiucks in the
employment of paraprofessionsls and the expansion ol the program.

o not belicve the purents and the conanunity want the paraprofes-
sionals to take over the schools, They want teachers for their children,
But | do see this as a danger H some of the groups that are now involved
in tradiring programs acoulby end up aking them over, (OF course, some
pvaprolessionads will qualify 10 become teachers through additional
tritining.}

INTERVIEWER

Me. Shanker, you have siid in the past that administrators and super-
visors generally leek the courage to remove incompetent teachers, How
cuts this situation be remedied?

SITANKER

P've said two things ubowt why supervisors don't replace teachers who
are incllective. One is the existence of a shortage of teachers. There's
no question that during the depression literally thousands of teachers
who were relatively fess capable were removed from the system and others
weire brought in, because there were thousands waiting to replace those
heing moved out. ‘Today, however, when a principal removes a teacher,
he sometimes gets no replacement teacher or he may be exchanging a
persenn who's not wo competent but at least a little experienced for
somebody who's not too competent and completely inexperienced. That's
one of the problemy that faces the principal.

Another problem is that the principal must be accountable. That is,
e principal must understand that his job is valid only for a particular
period of e, and that if he doesn’t function on his job, his contract
will ot e renewed, People in supervisory or managerial positions shoukd
not, in my opinion, have tenure; although if we are to endure the kind
of vigitunte and extremist actions against professionals which we recemtly




witnessed, tenure is preferable. T don’t believe that the president of our
own unicn should have tenure, I don’t believe thar the director of staff
or the director of publications should have tenure. These are the leaders,
the top people in. the organization, and periodically we have to come
before the mass of teachers and justifv what we have done or have not
done: if thev're not satished, they get somebodv else. And I think that
a principal should be pretty much in the same position, He shouldn':
feet that, unless he does something terrible, he has a job for life. Rather
it should be the other way around. He should recognize that, as a leader,
maybe he’s got three vears of leadership in him, maybe he’s got six,
mavbe he's got 22, and when he stops functioning as a leader, there
shouldn't be anvthing in the books that savs he has to have that job
{orever. That's the nature of a leader's job as against somebody who, by
and large, has to carry out plans and programs developed by others,

So I would sav tha: the part of decentralization which talks about
principals and district superintendents on contract is a worthwhile ap-
proach. Of course, it could be done with or without decentralization.
You could have a centralized school system in which managerial person-
nel are emploved on a contractual basis for a particular term of office
and not necessarily reemploved at the end of that term.

INTERVIEWER

Whar about tenure for teachers?

SHANKER

I believe in accountability for teachers. But first we must develop ways
of testing children that will show us not merelv the final score but also
how well these chiidren are doing as measured against all other children
who [ace the same tvpes of problems. Thac is, if T am a teacher in this
particular school, am T doing as well with these children year in, vear
out, as other teachers who lave children whose purents also make
$130,004 a vear and who move once every 3 vears and so forth and so on.
Or whose parents make only 32,000 a year.

Now once that is established it ought to be fairly easy to remove
eachers who consistently perform on the lowest fevels as compared with
their cotleagues who face the same kinds of probiems, Tenure means
that vou can only dismiss somebody for cause. If vou can show that a
teacher was consistently performing poorly, that would be cause and you
could remove the teacher,

But I believe that much too much has heen made of the concept of
tenure as a way of keeping bad people in. It shouidn't do that ac all.
Looking at it historically, tenure i3 the price sou pav il vou want teachers
w he able to speak their minds and teach freely. If you have a system
in which teachers can be dismissed without anv cause, it means that I,
us a teacher, constantly have to teach what it is that [ think my boss
Lelieves in, I caanot teach with a view toward teaching the truth as [
see it | have 1o teach the truth as the lellow who can five me sees it
Tenure ~avs that voeu can't get rid of somebody nless you can show

The extremely restrictive
examination procedures [for
teacher certification)] are no

longer relevant.

that he's doing something that's bad. Well, if somebody’s heen working
for 3, 7. 12, 15 vears, shouldn’t you be able to show that he's not func-
tioning properly if vou want to get rid of him?

That's quite different from what I said earlier about a principal or
superintendent or 2 anion president. In one case vou've got a teaching
function: in the other, a political or policy function of management,

Now maybe some day there’ll be enough teachers available so that we
can demand the same of them. But I'm rather skeptical of all those whe
sav that the answer to our problem of teachers is to get rid of, and re.
piace. everybody who's not functioning brilliantlv. If you can show me
40 or 50 or 60,000 people waiting out there who are all tremendous
teachers, then of course that would be the answer. You know, it would
be terrific if only we could get rid of 85 percent of the doctors who
practice in this country and replace them with people who are reaily
brilliant diagnosticians. Il only we could get rid of 30 percent of the
lawvers in the country! Buc there's a reality principle here: namely, that
these are the people we're going to have to live with and work with, that
most of the teachers whe are now teaching are exactly the ones who are
going to be teaching the kids. Which leads me to another poing: the
major aspect of accountability is not really a question of firing this
person or firing that person: it's really a question of what the system is
doing to improve all of the people who are in it now, most of whom
are going to continue to be in it. That is. suppose that a third or a
half of the people now in it are functioning at a pretty poor level, Does
that mean that they're always doomed to function at that level? Is there
anvthing we can do to train them on the job, 1o retrain, to reorient, so
that next vear they'll be a little bit better than they are this vear, so that
ten vears from now they’ll be much better than they are now.

One of the major failures of our schools is the assumption we make
that just because somebody's gone to college and possesses that sheepskin
or piece of paper, we can put him into a school and he can lunction
properlv. We don't do that in any other profession. Doctors do not
practice medicine without an internship. Lawvers, more and more. do
not go out and practice on their own without having worked on a tvpe
of apprenticeship basis within a firm. [ think it's abour time thar we
made this social iavestment, saving to ourselves that no teacher will
simply be thrown into a classroom and told to teach, realizing that you
must develop a rather slow and painful process over a period of one
or two or three years, which helps to introduce the teacher to the practi-
cal world of teaching,

INTERVIEWER

Mr. Shanker, what are vour thoughts on a flexible salary scale for each-
ers to reward special talents or demonstrable classroom achievements?

SHANKER
Well, reachers have traditonaliy been zgainst merit payv (the ‘tiexible
silary stheduole’, as it s now called) because it has lorgely Been woway in
which principals and school superintendents use their own subjective
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evaluations of teachers to reward and punish, And very frequently it's
the guy or the gal who keeps his wmouth shut — the obedient, humble
sepvant - whao ds found to be the snperior teacher, 1 wonder whether
Mr, Kokl ov My, Kozol or D, Coles, or any of those people, ever would
have been vewarded in their schools with the Hexible silary schiedule,

Su the great oppasition Froms teachers stems brom the subjective natnre
ol the pings as they now exise. And that leads as back 1o our previeus
point: that i we couhd develop clicctive mechanisis of  seasuring
ceacher productivity, then, 1 think, o good deat of the opposition that
now exists would recede into the bickgrownd,

Let me suy one other thing, Here we are alking about developing
tests that will measure how well teachers do in gerting kids to read, write,
count — amd B oahink that’s extremely imporamt, Bug this is bmportamt
mainly where the kids are not reading and not writing ad not doing
arithmetic. "There are also areas of our city and suburbs, amd muny
places within our country, where this is not a major problem, where
practicadly all the kids ave learning to read. We still have the problem
of measuring teacher effectiveness in those purts of our society where all
the Kids enter school reading, only there were tryiug to measure not
whettwer the kid is on grade fevel tor reading, there we're trying w
mensare thiongs that wre much more dillicelt w mesare, b the weacher
descloping conceps of democracy, Is he training and educiting children
su that they can elfectively work with other groups, is the wacher merely
drilling the children on certain vote matters or is he developing an o
quiving s a scientific mind, Is he developing w sense of justice, is he
waching proper attitwdes so people can Hve within a multivacial society?

INTERVIEWER

My, Shanker, what are your views on the requirements for eacher certi-
fication? Should they be changed?

SHANKER

[ bedieve they should be dumged. In dhe first place there's just too nmiuch
ved tape, And seeorly, the extremely restrictive examitation procedures
ased B many of our big cities in the past weve afl right for the Deprus-
sion era when there were thousands of people lined wp and the purpose
was to weed out Targe numbers of them But those procedures e o
longer relevant. Also that we ought to be more Hoxible on e course
requirements for certihication, given the duplication of content and the
lack, in wany ways, of a standard crvieulum in the eduention field,

1 think that the elements of teacher certification oughe tw be w variety
of college-level programs and chat then there ought wo be a fuirly quick,
stiple test to make sure that the wacher himselt can reid and write and
do arithmetic. Not at an impessible level but at a level suflicient o
guarantee that he doesn't just train his pupils in o ot of his own ervors,
Then comes what [ think should be the major purt of certification: the
successful completion of an internship progrim, Of course teachiing re-
quires knowledge and skills in various areas. But morve impornt, the

teacher has to be a combination mother, psychologist, and actor, on stage
all the time, understanding the psychological needs within a social con-
text of a group of children. And whether or not a person is an actor
and whether or not a person hay the feel with u group of children can-
not be determined by an examination or a set of college courses. It can
be determined only alter & period of waining where the peison slowly
but surely is @llowed 1o be on his or her own. Then you ¢an see whether
he performs or doesn’t peeform at an adequate level, Unfortuaately, most
uf the present certification procedures are weighted at the wroug end,
Fhe question we hear too often is: has he taken the courses and what
wark did he get on the exam? The question asked too rurely — or at
feast deemphusized — is: well, when he was actually put into the dass-
room was he able to do anything? Fhis is ridiculous.

INTERVIEWER

Mr, Shanker, what do you see as the role of the lecal school bourd in the
Tocn] community?
SHANKER

P aot much one for local schoeol boards or Jocsl communitios. T den’t
believe very mach in the wanndh of the titde Mississippi or Alshama
twn, b onever fele that the siall town was a warm place for me or for
meinbers of other minority groups, Pve always felt that the big ciry was
a much warmer place, and that because of its costopolitun netine and
its mnultiple groups, each with the power 1 check other groups from
doing certain things wrong, the bigness of our country, the higness of
our cities, is something 1 fele much more positive about. My own feelings
are that small comsnunites, small school boards, really cannot provide
the necessary variety of educational programs. They can’'t provide @
proper base of hnancial support. And the smaller the compnnune and
thie sehaol bowrd, the greater the likelihood of higotry and paovinaalisn,
To suy nothing of there being less talent, T fivor a grisdaat movemnent
towird metrapolitan school systems which include arban wad subsihen
srcis, | Evor a gradual movement toward state schoot systens and gl
wid movement toward school systems where several stittes tombine their
school systems and where there iy heavy federal linancing amd fedenal
control,

Nuow T enderstand thae we've going through a period where locrtism is
beamming more wd more popubar, where on the one Tund there's o good
deal of disuppointinent with the fact that big government b Leen
wnable to provide very good answers 10 many ol our problenns. Ehere s
a movement within the black community, having experienced the hus
trrtion and bitterness of the fight on integration, which says: “Well, the
Ll with it since they prevented us from integrating we'll do s oure
sebves, and there's no reason we can'tl” My own views on this aic not
designed 1o chicit a greae deal of applause; nevertheless 1 ik that
megzopoliviian and federalism are what we're eventually going 10 come
Lack 1o i we want to solve our problem. If we're to develop the did of
accountability we're talking about, it really has to be done as part of a




I regard decentralization as a
kind of opium.

national purpose. When you get a deteriorating school system, the people
with money get out and move elsewhere, and the people without money
are stuck there, and that's what localism essentially means. In housing,
in education, in everything else.

You see, other parts of the country - the suburban and rural areas -
are moving toward consolidation of school districts because they know
that local control is 2 myth, that they can't do anything within their own
locality. But the big cities are heading in the opposite direction. They're
saying the problem is bigness, and the solution is breaking up into smaller
units, So it's part of a pendulum that exists in the life of societies and
organizations. Business goes through it and so does government; there
are movements from relative ceneralization to relative decentralization,
back and forth. I don't view this as a permanent movement.

INTERVIEWER

Do you think there’s any argument to be made for decentralization of
New York City schools ~ if not inte 20 or 30 districts, at least some
brezking up of the present monolith?

SHANKXER

Well, there are really quite a few questions wrapped up in that one,
First, we have to separate the concept of decentralization from the con-
cept of local popular or political control. it is possible — and indeed it
should happen — that people at various levels ought to he abie to make
appropriate decisions. That is, teachers must make appropriate decisions
it they're going to help children in their classroom, and principals must
have the power to make decisions, and so must district superintendents.
In that sense, vou have to have decentraiization, because you can't sav
that vou're going to run a mammoth svstem [rom somebody's vest pocket
in a central headquarters.

Bur that deesn’t mean that vou have to have local boards of education.
Large motor companies with highly centralized boards can develop forms
of administrative decentralization within highly centralized systems. What
we're reallv tlking about is not decentrzlization in the sense of dis-
iributing the power of the cenwal hureaucracy to a number of centers.
We're really asking whether parents and others within local communities
should have many of these powers. If vou couple that guestion with an-
other wltich is usuatly assumed — namely, will the granting or the wking
of such powers by local groups result in increased educational achieve-
meng within those areas? — that's what we're reatlv talking about,

['d sav the answer {5 no. And we have nadonal evidence to support it.
That is, vou would have to show me that children in rural and suburban
areas, where the parents elect their own school boards and hire and fire
their superintendent, do better in schoot {once you have conwrolied for
sacioeconomic class). You would have to show me that the kids in Great
Neck do better than the kids in Riverdale. that the kids in Wyandanch
do berter than the kids in area X in Corona, or something like that,
You'd have to take comparable pare of a citv where the parents do not

have local control, and comparable suburban areas where the parents
do have local control, but where there's the same socioeconomic status.
It seems to me that i's very easy 1o compare figures from these two areas,
And everything I have seen indicates that whether local parents vote for
the Jocal school board and hire the superintendent is absolutely irrele-
vant when measured from the vantage point of educational output. In the
first place, if you look at school board elections all across the country,
very few parents give a damn, They don’t vote. They only vote when it
means a tax increase, and then they usually come out 1o vote against
frills.

Most school districts in which parents have this tvpe of control go
through the charade of getting rid of their superintendent each three or
four vears; and whom o they hire? The superintendent wlo has just
been gotten rid of next door. There's this wemendous game of educa-
tiopat musical chairs ali across the coutitry. Of course local control means
educational innovation too, What do we mean by that? We mean that
each focal community is about o adopt some program that's just being
abandoned next door to it, and they're adopting it because they're
unhappy with what they've been doing and thev're changing to some-
thing new, even though the something new has been «lisproven in a
thousaned diswrices all across the country.

You see, we go back again to this whole business of consumer cloice.
[ don’e think consumer’s choice means very much uniess vou have a con-
sumer's upion and consumer education and consumer sophistication o
make sure that people aren’t being cheated.

I think that local control does, however, have other values. [ think it
will bring about a good deal of satisfaction within local communities.
See, right now the people of Harlem can be up in arms — and they are.
{Not enough, by the way. All the recent polls show that there’s a high
degree of satistaction with the schools; I think there should be more .
dissatisfaction than there is.} Now, at any rate, they can be dissatisfied
with the Board of Education, the mayor, the teachers, the principals,
etc., ete, But once the school system is decentralized, and each coramunity
has its own logal board, that dissatisfaction wiil be channelized. Instead
ol blaming the teachers or the Board of Ed. or the mayor, or a lack of
funds, they can blame their own local group that they elected, and every
two vears they can kick the cuiprits out and elect another group of
powerless people to continue with 1hiat school svstem. You can develop
a4 ot of sutistaction when you tell people that the failures are due to the
group they, themselves, elected. It realiy detuses an explosive situation.

Luok at the pressure that now exists 1o get more money, beter pro-
arams, reduced class size, more psychologists, more social workers, newer
buildings. Mucl: of the steam will be taken out of that rebelliousness and
Bstility now aimed ar City Hail and the Board of Education. instead,
vach vear a new local group will make new promises and be kicked out
and seo forth, and of course they'll be pretty powerless to do anything
Lecause they will not have their own taxing powers, given the same
lisnitations that the boards in Long Island and in Wesichester have.
G out and taik to some board members in these suburban areas; ask
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them how much power thev really have to de anything. They, at least,
have the power to go to the public and ask for a raise in budget.

1 regard decentralization as a kind of opium. It gives people the trap-

‘ pings of power and local control without really giving them the ability
to do anything. And that's the main reason I'm not very happy about it.
I think that the existing rebelliousness and hostility toward the failure
of the system are very healthy, as long as you channel them to get some.
thing more effective. But then you wurn around and say, "Well, instead
of something better, we're going to jet your own local people be respon-
sible for this mess, and if vou don't like the local people you elect next
year, who are still going 10 have this mess, well, kick them out the vear
after and put in another bunch of local people who'll be responsible
for it.” 1 think it’s one of the greatest political schemes that's ever been
devised for defusing a verv explosive situation. But when you're dealing
with the possibilities of revolution and violence, one shouldn’t give seri-
ous consideration to gimmicks of this sort.

So you see, I think decentralization has no educational value at all,
1 do not believe that there is any evidence to show that parental partici-
pation in the politics of education has anv effect on the educational
achievement of children, and this will be even less so in New York City,
where under the Bundy and Lindsay schemes, the parents don't even
vote for their focal school boards, They vote for a- delegate who goes to
another meeting. The election is so indirect that I doubt you'll even get
15 percent coming out, which is the national average.

But 1 do think that there is a politics to decentralization, and the
 politics is one of giving local peopie satisfaction with a fa:lmg institution
b)‘ saying to them: “"Well, look, you den't like what we're doing, go do
it yourself.” Throwing i at them.

Up to now ! have been speaking out as an educator — a school man —
in pointing out the irrelevance of decentralization, that I support decen-
tralization as does the UFT, We view it as a political bluff rather th-v
an educational one.
¢ I guess the best way to express my views on this stems from my own

background as a union leader. Those of us who have been in the fore-

front of the union are not so interested in the ways of a salary increase
or any other particular benefits — but in the human dignity which comes
to teachers when they participate in making decisions affecting their lives.

It is on the basis of the desire of people to participate that increased

Oommumty and parental participation must be supported.

i Tlns is part of a world-wide movement by students, teachers, and
ents. All want a greater voice and should have it, but there are limits.

tachers should have the major voice in professional matters, parents
Community in policy matters.

INTERVIEWER

f. Shanker, is it not possible that we have reached 2 pomt in some

.hrgc cities where the defusing of an explosive situation in ghetto
inities warrants ton priorit?

SHANKER

Well, if that’s the case. vou shouid siart with the assumption that the
fuse is there because housing is rotten, because there really is a lack of
jobs and employment, and because the schoois are not doing the job
of education. Then the only way you can really defuse this thing is by
getting people decent housing, getting them jobs, and — in order 1o do Ht,
since if's ted in so dosely — ending the massive functional illizeracy
which now exists. You don't remove a fuse by saving: "Well, look,
instead of building houses, instead of getting you jobs, instead of edu-
cating your kids, we're going to turn over this whole problem w0 one of
vour local committees.” Ir's vrue vou may buy time by doing this -
maybe three vears, mavbe five or ten or fifteen years. What vou do is
shake up the community; the people start fighting each cther in Harlem
as 1o who's going to get elected to the school board and who's going to be
the head of this agency and that agency. But the fact is: in five or ten
or fifteen years you're still going to be faced with no housing, vou're stil}
going to be faced with illiterate kids, and you're still going o be faced
with no jobs. If we think that the vltimate result is that there won't be
an explosion, I think we're just kidding ourselves, We're only postponing
it: and when it finally comes, it's going to be much bigger than it is now,
It's like trying to cure cancer with an aspirin, and roday the cancer is in
the early stages, I think vou do a great disservice to the pauen: if vou
just try to calm him down with an aspirin. What's necessary is something
that gets to the causes and brings about real results now. not some-
thing that merely postpones taking real action within this feld. The
notion of local contrel is wrong because, basicaily, it is aimed not at
solving a problem but at giving temporary satisfaction to peuple while
their problem continues to grow,

INTERVIEWER

Some people, I dare say, would brand your remarks as paternalistc, Isn't
one of the main reasons for the fuse the fact that residents of so-called
ghetto communities feel that they have no control over their destiny?

SHANKER

I would be willing 10 go into any ghetto area right now and conduct iny
poll or election or referendum you want; and I would be willing 10 guar-
antee that what the people want, as far as education is concemned. is for
their kids to learn in school. They're not a bit interested in serving on
school board; they want somebody whe knows how to do it tw come forth
and do that, You know, the business of wanting to participate u largely
a middle-class vice. When you've got money and youre got tume. and
you've got two cars in the garage and a hi-fi set and loads of other things.
then you've got plenty of time to go out and get the schoul board elec-
tions and run for office. That becomes a hobby, It's very dlose 1o Aris
totle’s view that a person doesn’t become concerned with wehios untid



after his belly is full, or concerned with politics until after he's reached
a certain level in terms of his own existence. I think that, by and large,
that's true of the poverty areas in New York City. I doubt that the next
thing on the agenda of the people in Harlem is to serve on local school
boards. It may be something that the housewife out in Plain Edge or
Plainview wants to do. She doesn't have to work, the kids are going to
coliege, she and her husband have a nice house, they have their cars, and
as an added plus, they can also engage in politics around the community.
But the first thing that the people in Harlem want is better housing;
they want schools that are going to function, and they want jobs. I think
this Is shown by all the recent polls: for example, the Bedford-Stuyvesant
survey conducted under the auspices of the Center for Urban Education.
I think that this and other polls basically show that the parents in Har-
lem fee] that the professionals and heads of governmental agencies have
got 1o know how to get kids to read. With the exception of a handlul of
people in the ghetto area who have been taking a different point of view,
most people feel that there should be newer schools, smaller classes, and
a teacher training program.

But there is one area in which the parent wants to have a voice. Par-
ents are freguently abused by public emplovees, by teachers, by social
workers: they're just treated rudely and I've seen it on occasion; I've seen
parents talked to in & way in which nobody should be talked to. I think
that there are times when kids are handled improperly. Among 60,600
teachers, there are undoubtediy some wheo will utter bigoted remarks:
There are some who will slap a kid.

I think a parent wants a place to go and get a fair hearing and a fair
shake when mistreated in that sort of wav. I'm verv much in tavor of the
ombudsman notion, Very. few parents want to come in and say, “This
teacher's not 2 good matl teacher.” 1 think most parents realize that they
dont know whether the teacher has taught & math lesson well or not,
But thev certainly know that the kid has been slapped, or been told
such and such, or that something else has happened, and they want a
place 1o go where they'll get a fair shake. Thev have the right to demand
that such a procedure be set up. But that's quite different from having a
local school board.

Parents might very well be alraid 1o complain to their local school
bouard, The local school Board would have powers gver their children.
It would, like any other bureaucracy, be rather sensitive 10 criticism, Most
parents would feel freer to complain to a cenwal bureaucracy, which is
somewhat impersonal, than to complain locally about some nasty thing
that their own community resicdents are doing to them,'"That’s znother of
the lallacies of decentralization: the notion that pavents would leel freer
to fevel criticisms against a local group. It just isn't so2 I think people in
New York City {eel a lot freer 1o criticize the mavor and the Board of
Education and the United Federation of Teachers than people in a
smail town in Alabuma to criticize tdeir wavor, or hoard of education,
or anv other official in that wwn. It's eusier for reprisaks to wke place,
on slmost every level, in « sinall, relatively homogeneous comntunicy
than within a large city.

INTERVIEWER

Abour the ombudsman: who would select this person? How many would
there be? One for each district? One for each school?

SHANKER

[ would think you'd start out with each district: it could probably also
be a citywide review procedure, The ombudsman would have to be
acceptable to the professionals and fo the community. You might start
with one or two or three people and then, as they can no longer serve,
have them replace their own members. so that they gain relative inde-
pendence. Or another way is to have community groups select one pro-
fessional, the union select the second, and these two select a third. There
are ways of developing a fairly independent judiciary. You have all of
the standard techniques that are used in our society to appoint people
to various types of benches or to select arbitrators. Another wav is to
allow either side - the union or the board — 10 veto the continuation of a
person at the end of the two-vear peried, so that if the arbitrator has
been very unfair or unjust to one side, e knows that he won't have his
job anv more.

INTERVIEWER

As you know, Mr. Shanker, there's been a demand for a greater number
of pesitions for minorities in the educational hierarchy. What does the
union propose to do to secure more minorities in these positions and, at
the same time, protect the economic standing of those already in these
positions?

SHANKER

I don't think the economic standing of those who are now in is in jeop-
ardy. There is enough turnover within the system, enough people em:
ploved each year, so that if we develop new procedures lor wlvancement
within the system, we could have a well-integrated staff at all levels
within a very short period of time without throwing anybody out, There
are, however, a number of problems here. The reason we have verv few
representatives of minority groups on the supervisury levels — Negruoes, for
instance ~ is that we have very few black weachers within the system. Of ail
the large cities in the country, we have the smallest percentage of hlack
tzachers in our system. There's u rather strange reason for this. It hap-
pens that New York City has not had a segregated black college, Phile
delphia has had segregated black colleges around it, and so have Baltimore
and Washington and other large cities. Most of the New York Ciwy
teachers are graduates of the city university, which admits its students on
the basis of a written, open, competitive exam that tends to wcreen out
those who have been subjected to an inferior and segregated cducation —
an impoverished education — at the ¢lementary and the junior high
sehoot and high school level.

= T

s 1R Bk e s R -

L aep ok




We are probably in for an
era of great turbulence and
confusion.

all over t,he country; and I mlght add that the union was about
do this, We've had a team ready to go into Atlanta. 1t happens that
: seiectcd. a month in advance, the day that turned out to be the day
Martin Luther Xing's funeral. And it was impossible 1o get any-
reestablished at the end of the term. But once again this vear we
going to send teams to Atlanta and Florida and other places where
are large numbers of black teachers. We helieve that we can recruit
number of them without in any way sacrificing standards.

re's another thing connected with proper representation at super-
y levels. I think we should recognize that the kind of stiff written
ination, which is now the basis for supervisory jobs, Is irrelevant to
era person is a competent supervisor or administrator. I don't say
we should abandon the tests altogether, because 1 don't want the
to become one of strict politics and patronage, But I think that
x\-’ that are now given are irrelevant to the job. If we developed
o measure something about executive ability — and there are such
I believe that verv shordy we would have an integrated staff on
Is. You see the quality of leadership and managerial ability is
g which is shared more equally than, say, vocabulary — at Jeast
C3 hulary is measured at the present time, As Coleman points out,
nequal opportunities caused by segregation at the lower levels
affect verbal fluency. So if that's what you test for, then — given
ty and the structure of our school systera, and the tests which
X nauonal!y, the consequernces of segregation — you are simul-
sl ‘testing for socioeconomic status and therefore, in large degree,
n aty as well,

vocabulary were relevant to a guy's being a grea: leader in a
that might be a serious probiem. But I don’t think it is relevant.
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INTERVIEWER
question. How do you expect the newly composed Board of

vels to effect school decentralization in New York City?

here §

few 3 SHANEKER

for § think they're being pushed polisically by the mavor. They
fail g M8 pressure. The newspapers are exerting it too. It's a pop-
;E?;- 1 think we are probably in for an era of great wurbulence

I think we're going to lose many teachers. The children
A suffer; I'm sure they are. 1 am sure that the turbulence is
pis 10 many places in the cty, what is now in the Ocean Hill
- district. 1 think the people down at LS. 201 now realize
ded in driving out one of the best faculties in the country
¥ With a lot of teachers who don't have a high degree of
"re now busy trying to recruit experienced people. | think

y rough pcnod And the Board of Education and the
lﬂdlng. are in a sense following. But I think eventually

there's going to be a strong public reaction against this. The parents will
jeave their apartments and come down and say, “"We don't want this;
we want something quite different.” But it mav take three or five or ten
or twelve years before that happens, and I just do not see how this move
toward decentralization is going 10 bring about any educational improve-
ment, On the contrary, it's going to bring about increased conflict within
communities, or between various community groups and professionals.
These conBicts will, in the long run, be resolved, as all conflicts are, but
there will be a temporary price to pay, and the people who are going
o pay that price are the residents of the ghetto and the children in
those schools.
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