Good Choices for Teachers

School choice has the potential to enhance professionalism and collegiality among teachers.

By David J. Ferrero

As a teacher, | had much in
common with my progressive col-
leagues. We all wanted students to
read well, think critically, and live
happy, prosperous lives. Each of us
had credible conceptions of democ-
racy, freedom, and achievement. We
all agreed that schools should be chal-
lenging, personalized, and staffed by
committed teachers who inspire and
motivate students.

But our understanding of what
those things actually require of
schools differed profoundly. Our defi-
nitions of democratic freedom and
how to achieve it derived from differ-
ent intellectual and moral traditions, as
did our beliefs about what’s worth
learning, what counts as achievement
and, most important, what kind of
school is best for children and society.

The differences go deep. Peda-
gogical and curricular beliefs are ex-
tensions of more comprehensive phi-
losophical or religious doctrines that
are in turn coloured by ideological
ones. This is why educators have
never agreed on what knowledge
should be taught or how to teach it.

Given these profound disagree-
ments, | have come to believe that
educators would derive more satisfac-
tion from an education system that
gave them greater freedom to create
schools according to their principles,
in recognition of the powerful influ-
ence that philosophical, ideological,
and sometimes spiritual worldviews
have over those principles.

Such a system would entail al-
lowing parents to choose the schools
their children will attend, because the
many different kinds of schools estab-
lished under such an arrangement
would correspond to the values and
needs of educators, students, and par-
ents.

In short, a system of school
choice would prove more satisfying
for educators because it could foster
the creation of cohesive learning
communities based on common be-
liefs about teaching and learning.

Despite moving toward a greater
appreciation for pluralism in other
spheres of life, educators and policy-
makers persist in their attempts to im-
pose a uniform doctrine of education
on the entire institution of schooling.

One reason for the difficulty of
comprehensive school reform is that
any attempt to impose coherence in-
evitably generates resistance among a
plurality of the teachers. To be sure,
some resist out of sheer lassitude or
intransigence. But others resist be-
cause they hold contrary beliefs about
their vocation as educators.

To keep the peace, schools often
resort to giving teachers a lot of lati-
tude in their classroom practices —
hence the oft-cited isolation of teach-
ers and the difficulty of forming genu-
inely collegial school cultures.

School choice actually has the
potential to enhance professionalism
and collegiality among teachers by
allowing them to form communities of
practice around some core conception
of the pedagogical good. At the school
level, enabling educators to establish
their own schools of choice would
make it possible for them to agree on
principles, practices, and strategies for
improvement.

Choice likewise provides a sub-
stantive basis for parental and student
buy-in. All would belong to a school
with a shared sense of mission, organ-
ized according to a common set of
values. Right away, two key features
of strong schools — quality teachers
and engaged students and parents —
can more easily gain a foothold.

At the community level, support
for schools might also be enhanced
under a régime of public school
choice, because fewer people would
feel compromised, silenced, or alien-
ated in an environment where well-
intentioned school officials are forced
to accommodate conflicting constitu-
ent demands and wind up doing so in
ways that favour the most vocal, af-
fluent, or well-organized.
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My argument for school choice
does not rely on the virtues of markets
or the rights of parents. At its core, it
recognizes that the philosophical,
ideological, or spiritual outlooks that
drive a person to establish or attend a
certain kind of school are not chosen
in the same way that one chooses a
dentist or soft drink, but rather reflect
his or her identity and conception of
what kind of life is most worth living.

In this model, schooling is con-
ceived of as an institution more like a
church, a profession, or a branch of
the military, where one can choose to
join or leave, but the choices reflect
deeper convictions rather than mere
consumer preferences.

This way of looking at schooling
and choice also makes it possible for
schools to exercise normative author-
ity — to impose standards and expec-
tations — in guiding children’s devel-
opment. As with churches, the profes-
sions, and the military, students are
socialized into a culture and are ex-
pected to master its standards of excel-
lence and ethics.

Talk of schools as moral com-
munities taken to its logical extreme
can sound scary, conjuring up images
of publicly-supported madrasas, KKK
schools, and fundamentalist schools.
But I think this fear under-estimates
the strength of the political and pro-
fessional consensus we enjoy.

Designed correctly, a system of
choice that honoured the convictions
of educators and other stakeholders
would take many of the most intracta-
ble issues off the table — disagree-
ment over curriculum, pedagogy, and
standards of personal comportment.
It’s time for a truce in the holy wars of
public education!

(Adapted with permission from “Why
Choice is Good for Teachers” in
Education Next, Winter 2004,
www.educationnext.org. Mr. Ferrero
is a former teacher and director of
evaluation and policy research at the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.)
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