What to do in Education, Part 2  

by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – I would like to continue my recent discussion concerning public education in the United States.  There are steps which can be taken immediately to reap significant benefits, with basically no increased expenditures.
First of all, essentially no one except the individual classroom teacher and the students in that class have any idea what is taking place there on a daily basis.  There is essentially no administrative oversight – NONE.  

Let me give an example.  Each three years in our school district, each teacher undergoes a formal evaluation by his superiors to determine if that teacher should be retained. New teachers are evaluated every year for their first three years. If a teacher’s performance is found deficient, a process begins which, if improvements are not made, can ultimately lead to dismissal for cause.  Of course, this rarely happens.  In my case, during my last evaluation cycle, I was observed teaching in my classroom for less than 15 minutes THE ENTIRE YEAR.  The observation was cursory, superficial, and resulted in no adverse comments.  In other words, of the nearly 60,000 minutes I was with students that year, I was observed 15 minutes. That amounts to 0.025% of the time!

This neglect is not unusual, and is readily explained.  The person responsible for observing me teach was an Assistant Principal (AP).  Those who are APs in most high schools today are among the hardest working, busiest people I know.  They spend most of their time “putting out fires,” that is, tending to problems which develop daily in a 2400 student high school.  They are responsible for disciplining students, interacting with parents, watching the hallways, patrolling the lunch rooms, attending meetings with superiors, interacting with the Guidance Department, plus a multitude of collateral duties, such as being in charge of the maintenance staff or the engineering staff, or the cafeteria staff.  And they get to spend many evenings at the school providing an administrative presence at sporting events, band concerts, PTA meetings, etc. And, of by the way, they are responsible for evaluating about 60 teachers each.  

It is no wonder that even the most hard-working, conscientious APs find themselves up against the 24-hours-in-a-day rule which leads to taking care of the immediate problems and putting off those less pressing issues, such as evaluating teachers.  When a student tells you that they are being bullied by others, or that they just observed a drug deal going down in the girls bathroom, or ……., you have to respond immediately.  Classroom observations can wait.  A colleague of mine was officially observed by her AP on the last class of the last day of the school year!
The result is that no one knows what is taking place in the classrooms. Most teachers still do a very satisfactory job, even though everyone understands that they are not being watched.  However, there are also many teachers who simply are not very good at teaching.  Some are poor performers because they are incompetent, but many have simply not had the benefit of receiving useful, constructive criticism from an experienced teacher who is observing their work.  I know of few other professions in which one’s work is done in a vacuum with essentially no oversight.  Imagine a restaurant owner who never looks into the kitchen!  If a professional athlete is not performing, everyone is very aware.  
One solution is dramatically simple.  Each high school should have an Academic Dean whose sole responsibility to the Principal is to monitor and improve classroom performance.  This dean should be an experienced teacher or administrator who has no other duties than to be in classrooms daily for at least one half the school day to observe  and evaluate teaching.  The dean should be in charge of evaluations for all teachers and to monitor the actual curriculum being conducted (which virtually no one does now).  The cost of such a Dean could be covered by dropping one of the Assistant Principal positions because there would no longer be a requirement for APs to conduct teacher evaluations.
Obviously, the benefits of having an Academic Dean are only as good as the performance of the Dean.  However, I can assure you that the current system is flawed beyond repair.  We can do better – much better.
I thought you might like to know.
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