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EssaAy

True life lessons
- for would-be teachers

BY SHANA BURG

The question — about the origin of a
word more likely to be found on a gro-

cery list than in a classroom text - stared

up at me from the Massachusetts Teach-
er Test. What was the answer? Majoring
in English literature at the University of
Pennsyivania had not prepared me for
this. Neither had my master’s degree in
public policy from the Kennedy School at
Harvard University. Maybe I should
have taken more home economics.

More than 2 million public school
teachers will be hired in the next decade
in this country. I suddenly realized that 1
might not be among them. Panic set in.

This particular Saturday morning
was my day of reckoning. I had arrived

early for the exam, and while I waited for
the doors to open at 8 am., I sat outside
Cambridge Rindge and Latin High
School and thought about what brought
me there. 1 had always found time to
work with young people but only recently
had considered making it a full-time ca-
reer. “Teaching?” my aunt had said. “But
you're so talented.”

I recalled teaching Christino, 8 home-
less Belizean boy, to read. I remembered
helping 16-year-old James to create a
business plan at the YWCA. Office jobs
that I had held since completing my un-
dergraduate degree all paled in compari-
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Would-be teacher takes her tests,

then learns her lessons
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son to the excitement these teaching ex-
periences offered me.

The school doors opened, I made my
way to Room 8306, and sat at a desk and
fiddled with my sharpened No. 2 pencils.
The proctor dutifully read us directions
from a seript and, as an afterthought, add-
ed, “Best of luck. That’s from me. It doesn’t
say it here.” It seemed he felt some sympa-
thy for the hundreds of edueation school

who were now taking the test for
the second time. Some 59 percent of the
1,800 test-takers had flunked the first test,
given in April,

" As [ waited for the literacy and commu-
Dication section to begin, my mind wan-
dered. I remembered that last summer ]
had considered teaching in private school.
“Better conditions,” said my mother, a pub-
lic school psychologist.

- hadinterviewedwithaﬁnnthat
brokers placements between teachers and
Private schools. My conversation with a
‘eounselor there, at least as I recalled it,
‘went something like this:

*«» Counselor: “You have quite an uncon-
‘ventional background for someone who
wants to teach English. None of Yyour work
with kids has been in a school.”

I: “You mean, because I teach children
to apply the reading and writing skills they

arn in school to their communities, that’s

a disadvantage?”
** Counselor: “For our purposes it is. Be-
side, you haven’t studied literature since
You completed your undergraduate work
seven years ago.”

I, finally getting the point: “The older ]
‘get and the more | learn, the Jess I know?”
T or: “That’s right."

So much for “the value of two Ivy

League degrees.

Now the proctor cleared his throat, told
us to transcribe what we heard, then
pressed “play” on the tape recorder. I had
seen Judy, my father’s secretary, do some-
ﬂxingliket.hisbefore..ludy has perfect pos-
ture and stoplight-colored nails. I did not
have the nails. Still, T sat straight like Judy
and prepared to take a memo.

After ] finished the first section of the
test.lheadedout.sideformypowerhmch.
As I bit into my Snickers bar, I considered
my one firm offer on the table. I had inter-
viewedtotea&inoneofthesme'sbest
public school systems. The principal said
that although she would like to hire me, the
school board probably would not accept
candidates without school experience. In-
stmd,sheaskedmetoworkasanajde.'l‘he
salary? A whopping $15,000.

In Massachusetts there are three rungs
of teacher certification: provisional, ad-
vanced provisional, and standard. Most
principals want candidates who have, at a
minimum, completed student teaching and
some graduate-level education courses, the
requirements for advanced Pprovisional, I
hadnot,solangledforanotherwayin,
perhaps working as an aide but i
as well. Maybe that would let me complete
the student teaching requirement without
Paying thousands of dollars in university
tuition fees.

the student teaching requirement for a4.

vanced provisional certification if you teach
years.”

“Well, none of the best school systems -

t%the type where I will find many role madels

- will hire me to teach without classroom
experience,” I complained.

“Those are the rules,” he said.

Ihungnpandopenedﬂ)enewspaper.A
ﬁvnt—pagelrﬁderepa‘tedﬂmstateSen—
ate President Thomas F. Birmingham
wants to offer $20,000 stipends to lure
professionals who might not otherwise con-
sidatadﬁng.peopleheulls“ﬁ:ebestand
brightest,” into the state’s public schools,
Sinceluninterestedhtuching.wwldl

inv&stmentbmkmbnmdtacbem
attend graduate schools of education? |
called him.

"Edumﬁonacboolisnotﬁleonlymyto
getmparedfateachaeaﬁﬁaﬁom”Bh'-
mingham told me. Learning elassroom-
management skills is vitally important, he
said, but enrolling in a student-teaching
Program is not for everyone. Through Bir-
mingham’s proposal, signed into law last
month, mentor teachers will provide on-
the-job training for award recipients. It
soundedlikeaniceplan,butitmﬂddo
liwetosolvemyimmediatexroblem.

mrkasnnaidemight.dspiteﬂnepaluy
salary, be my lucky break in disguise. After
filling notepads with my deliberations, I de-
cided that it was. Even if I could not get
advanced provisional certification in the
pmoess,byworkingasanaidelwouldgain
classroom experience that would compe]
principals to hire me in the future, Of
course, with the pitiful stipend, I would
have to moonlight as a blackjack dealer to
buy my school supplies.

When I called the principal to accept
the job, the offer had . She ex-
plained, apologetically, that I would make
$15,000 only if I tutored every day after
school and produced the school play.: Other-



wisc it was $10,400.

I river majored in math, but 1 took sta-
Ustics and economies. The probability that
the benefits outweighed the costs of this
latest jol offer seemed slim. Even if I land-
ed a teaching position in this high-paying
school district the next year, with a two-
year master’s degree I would make only
about $35,000 — less than my salary in the
nonprofit sector.

It was 1 p.m,, time for the afternoon
session of the test. I did not want to be tar-
dy. I trudged up the school stairs to take
the English subject section, regretting my
meager efforts to prepare. The Department
of Education had sent me a six-page list of
objectives. One read, “Understand the his-
torical, social and cultural aspects of litera-
ture including the ways in which literary
works and movements both reflect and
shape culture and history.” I wondered how
many trees could have been saved if the de-
partment had simply written: “Know the
literature and history of the world.”

I had four hours to complete this part of
the test. As the hours passed, I became in-
creasingly convinced that proving my com-
petency on the questions asked was sort of
like having to belly dance to prove my skills
as a cobbler.

I left the test hall uncertain about my
prospects in the teaching profession. Be-
tween the unusual nature of the questions,
and the apparently unbending requirement
to return to graduate school to complete
student teaching, my goal to teach seemed
more elusive than ever.

As a last resort, I placed several calls to
the Department of Education, asking if
there was some other way to complete the
student-teaching requirement beside re-
turning to graduate school. The answer
was, predictably, “no.” !

In my frustration, 1 researched the law.
There, in Chapter 71, Section 3*/: «f the
General Laws of Massachusetts, discov
ered (in a run-on sentence the ingth of
“War and Peace”) these words: “Notwith-
standing the foregoing, the board shall es-
tablish for each certification area alternate
methods for fulfilling the professional de-
velopment requirement.”

Careful to use exact words, I called the
department back to inquire about “alterna-
tive certification.” I was told I must first
apply for regular certification and get re-
Jjected; ﬂlenlwmzldbeehgibletoapplyfm-
alternative. .

I felt as if I had climbed out of one rab-
bit hole and was about to fall down another.

Massachusetts will face a shortage of
teachers over the next decade. To fill these
positions with the “best and brightest,” the
Department of Education needs to provide
accessible information. It must also market
alternative certification to its target: aﬁdl
ence. But that’s only the beginning. -

Teacher salaries should eompete with
salaries offered to top graduates in more
highly esteemed careers. While a skills test
should be one component used to assess po-
tential teachers, exam questions must mea-
sure analytic and communication skills
rather than memorization skills. .

Like any good teacher, I can admit that
I don’t know all the answers - although-1
did, as it tarns out, know enough of them to
pass the test. And I do know this: Only
when the bureaucracy becomes more ‘sup-
portive and resources match rhetoric will
teaching get the respect it deserves. Only
then will the “best and bnghtest rmg t.he
school bell.

The author is about to enter a master of arts
14 %eiching program atSimmons College.



