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THE QUALITY OF AMERICAN EDUCATION

Remarks of David Selden, Assistant to the President,
American Federation of Teachers, before the
AFL-CI0 Education Directors Conference
Detroit, Michlgan, March 29, 1966

1t is always well to try to talk about the assigned topic, If at all possible.
Yet,when one is faced with such a ftopic as "The Quality of Elementary and Secondary
Education" it does become a |ittle presumptions to attempt to toss off a mean-
ingful analysis in a half hour or so. Dr. James B. Conant, the redoutable ex-
president of Harvard, has spent some fen years and who knows how many Carnegie
Endowment milllons at this task, and at least four books have been produced.

At this very moment, Dr. Ralph Tyler, backed by Federal funds and flanked
by as sanctified a group of educational high-domes as one could possibly name,
is working away at developing a national measuring Instrument for assessing
educational progress. And, | might add, many of the nation's school superin-
tendents seem to be just as busy trying to wiggle out of range of Tyler's educa-
tional microscope.

| came to talk for my allotted time, and |'m going to do it.

In the first place, let us consider the question of "education for what?"
What is the purpose of elementary and secondary education? A slily question?
Maybe so, but there is not much agreement among the public, or even educators,
as fo the answer., Obviously, our schools must serve the needs of the individual -
the student - and the needs of society. Thus the answer to the question will
be as complex as the tremendous variety of personal needs which students bring
to school with them, and the answer will be conditioned, too, by the seort of
society one hopes to build. I¥ would not be possible to merely assess the
aspirations and the deficliencies of students In terms of our current soclety,

and set about doing our besf fo br!ng everybody up fo snuff. Instead,one must
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project, not just for the Tﬁn To Tweniy years which will t:ansp+ﬁg{before a

present k!ndergarﬁener Is out on his own In the world, but one must think
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consliderably beyond, perhaps through the next half century and move when
today's flive-year-old will be an operating unlf of soclety, making declslions
,gng‘?aklng actlons which go fo shape the form and determine the direction and
i;éiélé;;?<£?progress ot soclety.

There Is nothing Incompatible between the concept of serving the Individual's
persoﬁaf‘needs and serving those of society as well. On the contrary, ény
viable soclcty must be based on the compefence of |+s members, and no Individual
can lead a really satisfactory life as a social outlaw. Look what hapbenad to
Joesse James.

There ﬁs a great difference ba?ueenra dynamic, sociallzed education and
"education -fér conformity," and the fub should not be confused. Jesse Jemes
has achlieved a reputation as a Robin Hood, but | somehow distrust Jesse's
soclal phllosophy. Robin Hood himself, on the other hand, seems to. have had
,good governmenf - by Good King Rlchard - as his prlmary motivation. whlle
both were non-conformlsts, Jesse James was an implacable and desfrucflva rebel.
He was a~social dropout, uhl)e Robin Hood apparently never losf‘hls ln#eresf
in socle?y 693p17o a rather uncooperaf!ve attitude toward fhe truant officnr,
fhe Sheri$f of Nottingham,

"Education for Canormt+y“ caﬁ,of course, result from outright Indoctri-
natlon, as in 1ofall$aflan countries, or 1t can result from the bland, un-
imaginative,and ?ranqulllztng sort of feachlng which ensues when aduca#ors
conslider themselves as observers and Interpreters of soclefy rather than
participents. The kind of school system we In the AFT stand for is one uhlch
cdnsfanfly chal lenges. and sflmula?eé the student, offering free access to all
Information and encouraging him to probe for solutions folsoclél‘problems as
well as hls own personal problems. While we teachers are sjauhehlyé(6E;;;;;g_—_tj
to indoctrination of sfupéqj§ b9q§use of our opposition to totallitarianism,
the gréatér-dangor’ifésifnf;ﬁa‘ﬁofé'§qb?|vt§;;»qpﬁresstvs affect of de-socletized

aducation.
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Thus ,the first requisite for quality education Is that It have a soclal
purpose as well as the purpose of being of direct benefit to the consumer.
But projecting the preclise soclal purpose appropriate to our educetional en-
deavors is almost, per se an Impossible task. Perhaps someons will have enough
Information and Insight to crank the proper Inputs Into a computer some day
and come up with the true and Inevitable path to the great soclety, but not
. And | don't know anyone else to whom | would entrust such a task. Instead,
we must push ahead as best we can, using the best Information avallable at
any given +ims.

This Is why It Is so Important for teachers to be a part of the labor
movement. The labor movement Is the only broad-based demograflg institution
which has soclal progress as Its chlef undorlylng purpose;”:};;;:;éitﬁjn its
organizational structure and func?lomlngbég;¥¥m#s; the labor moveman%?&?lll
¥& the best forum for developing soclal objectives. Today's meeting is all
the evidence one needs to produce to support this assertion. :

The soclal objectives of the labor movement and of education are In-
extricably Intertwined. Most labor leaders are Inclined to place labor's
interest In teacher organization on much more pragmatic terms. Organlizing
has long been fhe chief problem of the labor movement. Some leaders simply
accept the American Federatlion of Teachers as another unlon trying to do
an -organizing Job, and they pro%gr assistance In much the same way that
they vwould help the Hotel and Restasurant Employeas or the Flrvijghfers or
anyone else. Others go a step further. They know that our séhoots do not
do an adequate Job of preparing students to bacome functloning union members,
and they are aware of the vast Ignorance of the labor movement on the part
of many teachers. They look upon the teacher unlon movement as a teacher
education project which can, If successful, result In more knowledgable

teaching about the labor movemsnt, from which other unions will benefit.
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There 1s nothing wrong with pragmatic acceptance of teacher unionism,
but we hope that,more and more the labor movement and teachers can come
to reallize the identity gj_ggglgl_ob]acflves of organized labor and our schools.
The labor movement should recognize, more +han 11 now does, +he necessity
$or a dynamic and soclally progressive system of education.

Organized labor must also come o real | ze, more than 1+ now does, that
the sort of progressive leadership our schools need can only rarely come from
the official leaders in education - the superintendents and school boards.

The managers of our school systems react to managerial problems, and some

of them react very etfectively, but they seldom “create” problems - or dis~
cover any which are not borne In upon.fham with considerable force. There
are very few Robin Hoods in the American Association of School Administrators,
although we Think There might be a few Jesse James!

No superintendent or school board recognized that there was a de facto
segregation problem in thelr school district until the civit rights movemant
called 1t Inescapably To t+heir attention. Even +hen, the initial reaction of
most of them was‘fo deny its existence, and some, even though forced to admit
that a probiem exisi; still take a "leave-evary?h‘ng—?o-me.“ or a "we-can't-
do-anyfhing—abou?-?hat" attitude.

0f course, the records of some teschers unlon locals leave a great deal
to be desired as evidence of thelr zeal In searching for solutions to edu-
cational and soclal problems. But, by the same token, many AFT locals have
provided outstanding leadership in 1hi$ phase of our program, and ,compared
with the stand-pat, head-1n~the~sand attitude of non-union teacher organizations,
+he AFT, national, s?afg, and local, has done an outstanding job. And we
hope to do an !ncreaslné?bef?ar job In this fleld.

So far7! have been talking mainly about the importance of intensi fying

+he comm!tment of our schools to social progress, and before | {eave thi
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toplc | should like to polnt out another way in which +he purposes of the
labor movement and those of the school system coincide. | have been harping
on this theme for some +ime. Let me quote from an article of mine published
in the February, 1966, Phi Delta Kappan magazine.

“Nelther the AFL-CIO nor The AFT has any blueprint tor creating a new
soclal order, but both are very much concerned with cleaning up the dirty
corners of American soclety. Such endeavors ought to be particularly im-
portant to feachers, not only from The standpoint of thelr own personal economic
and social welfare, but also from the standpoint of being able to do an
effective job of teaching.

\'Every teacher knows t+hat children learn more outside of school than they
do Inside, although we may not often be humble enough to admit it. Chi ldren
who inhabl4 the golden rings of suburbs around our larger cities learn that
+he world is a kindly and orderly place governed by rules of fair play and
democracy, where a college education 1s taken for granted. They don't have
+o go to school to learn this. Children who Inhabit our big city slums and
ghsffég; and our poverty-stricken rural areas see the world as @ much bleaker
establishment, where the main concern is learning the practical art of sur-
vival, outwitting society rather than participating in If; 2 place where the
odds in favor of success may be better In playing the numbers +han in indulging
in hard work, thrift, and self-improvement +hrough education.

\ Martin Dou*sch whose highly successful pre-school school did so much to
point the way to our most acclaimed new nationwide educational program, Pro-~
ject Head Start, has pointed out that +he advantage of the head start is often
destroyed within a few years after children leave the program because The
regular schools cannot combat The adverse influence of deteriorating soclety." 0

"There are specific reforms about which almost all concerned teachers

can agree, however: legisiative reapportionment, school desegregation and
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civil rights, improvement of soclial security, tax reform, urban renewal,
eliminating unemployment, conservation of natural resources and wildilfe,
Medicare, minimum wage leglislation--yes, and educational renewal and expan-
ston at all levels from pré%chool through college postgraduate. Each of
these In itself may not bring the millenium, but each brings it a little
nearer. Put them all together and they make a pretty good package."

But how about readin', 'ritin', and 'rithmetic? How about vocational
education? How about slum schools? How about dropouts?

| don't know how we can come up with an accurate assessment of our schools
on these points. Various testing programs and studies have been carried on
over the years, and while most show that we are doing no worse than we ever
did, shocking deficlencies are shown.

;ggj?he baslc 3R's, we teach the rudiments well eno%?h, but we fail miserably
in motivating children to want to read, write, and figure better than they
do. Test norms in these skills have remained constant for the past ?§i;;y
Yo fegi; years.

In vocational education we continue to attempt to give students useless
skills, meanwhile segregating them from the Influence of more academlcalit;
oriented teenage society.

Slum schools are still slum schools in most Instances; institutions to
which both teachers and puplls must be sentenced in order to get them ‘o
go there at all.

And despite all the promotional and public relations effort to induce
students to finish high school, the dropout rate has remained almost constant.
Approximately 40% of the children who enter the first grade fall to graduate
from high school.

The saddest comment of all is the fact that every superintendent of

schools, and almost every teacher, has been aware of these shocking deficlencies
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for a loag‘?lmo. and still the conditions exlist. Why?

The fﬁo missing Ingredients In our national educational enterprise are
ieadership and monoy. Ye have depended on the professlonal leaders ~ the
school superintendents ~ to be our guldes, and they have falled miserably.

One needs only to attend g/zénvanf!on'of the American Association of School

A&mlnlsTra?ars, always he;d amld the Prince Albertian splendor of Atlentic

Clty, to see how useless It Is vé expact oducational leadership from this source.
jnsfead, we must foster and cultivate leadership $rom fhe*classroém.

Elementary and secondary teachers, In éonJuncflou with thelr college-level

col leagues, must learn to accept Thelr‘rasponslbil!fy for Improving ?ﬁe qual ity

of Amorican education. This will not be an essy task, but,as teachers galn

nev status ?qm%'reeaom. the public will have s right to demand such leadership.

As for the other missing ingredient, money, It Is a cliche among edu-
cational speecK-makers that a natlion which can afford to send men Into outer
space can afford to give children ?heveducaflon they need to make a success
here on earth. I+ Is a clliche, but Ilke many cliches, I+ is true, nevarthe-
less. ‘_ | |

Let mo quote a favorite story of mine to show why money is neadad and
what 18 should be used for.

! once uorked on an auto assembly line. One day there was a blg sSnoW-
storm, and only half the men showad up. "They" decided to run the lins any-
way. Cars began to rol! down the line ulfhvnufs and bolts and wheels missing,
but the system had provided for such oversights. At the end of the |ine was
a place ealle& "sawage('/.? where a crew of men added the missing parts.

As the day progrossed, more and mors cers required the attention of the
salvage dapartment, and the men In salvage couldn't keep up. The assembly- (“7f4°*)

I ine bureaucragy, hoewsver, had a solution. The foremen ranged up and down
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the lins, pulling men off the various stations and sending them Into the
salvage department. Yot, for some reason or other, the more men sent fo
"salvaga\'/) the farther behind the 1lne dropped. Finally, the plant was closed.
the "salvage" concapt underiles much of blg-city, assembiy~iine education,
perhaps because It s cheaper to provide a hundred guldance counssiors than
to reduce average class slze by one pupil., Pur*bermeralj you can see a8 guldancs
counselor, but the effect of -outting class slize Is not so lmmediately visibdle.
Now, we Kknow fhaf,wtfh money and Ieadershlp, chiidren can be properly
educated. Under the ieadorship of the United Foderation of Teachors - AFT
Local 2, New York Clty - #he JBoard of Education was Induced in 1963 to embark
on what s now called The More Effective Schools Plan., Twenty slium elementary
schools were selected for "yotal" e&ucaflon. .The plan Is based on threo pringiples:
1. Small classes;'none is larger than 22 puplls,}most‘are smal ler,
2. Fres time durlng the day for teachers to consult, tutor, prepare

lessons, or Just rest. ,
SYC."‘Oir?-:g;c:,E

3. Saturation supportive services ~ guldance, , end
famsd!ai help, and plenty of clerical and sub-professional help.

Thess schools have 11ttle teacher turnover and pupl! atfendance Is high.
in some fringe areas, middle-class parents have wlthdrawn thelr children
from private schools and enrolied them !n the More Effectlive Schools. Although
there are still some Improvements we would |lke to make, we have demonstrated
that wo can glve successful education.

But the More Effective Schools cost money. The per pupll costs are nearly
double such costs In the regular schools. Where does the extra money come from?
From the new Federal Ald funds, although we have thus far been unable to get
an outright endorsement of the plan as such from the Unlted States Office of
Education. Perhaps this Is because there Is nothing really "new" In the plan.

I+ Isn't conslidered an innovation ~ a word which Is coming to mean a scheme

for providing quallty education without really paying for it.
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We are now trying to extend the gffecflvs gchock.plan nationwide, and
we have some hope of success, alfhouég superintendents and boards of edu-
cation still tend to favor gimmicky approaches to the problem of providing
qual ity education.

We in the American Federation of Teachers have been saying over and
over again that the United States must double its manpower and flinanclal
commitment to education before we can really ciaim to be providing educa-
tlonal quality. There is no substitute for a good teacher with a small enough
class and time enough to teach It. To reduce teaching hours and class sizes
would require double our present sducaflona) work force - and something would
have to be done to attract the addlt!onal%%rﬁlillon people into teaching.

An Impossible task? We do not think so, and It is a task we must under-
take. Let us accept the truly great society as our goal. And let us build

a truly great school system dedicated to achieving this goal.
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