
By Rogers M. Smith

he deep dissatisfactions with the

traditional leadership of both major

political parties in 2016 revealed

profound anxieties in America that the

nation has fallen into perhaps irreversible

decline. It is likely soon to be eclipsed by

China as the world’s largest economy, and

though it remains far and away the world’s

greatest military power, the United States

now often seems more an overwrought

opponent than a confident leader of the

global national security and economic

institutions it did so much to create after

World War II. 

There is no area of national life where

America not only seems to, but actually

has, lost its once-exemplary status to a

greater degree than elementary and sec-

ondary education. The nation that pio-

neered mass public education at all levels

in the 19th and early 20th centuries, help-

ing to propel it to world preeminence by

the mid-20th century, finds itself in the

early 21st century with math and science

scores for students that are mired in the

middle of the world’s national education

systems, and in math, near the bottom

among the world’s economically advanced

countries.
1

For many Americans, the time

has come to end the nation’s 150 year com-

mitment to mass public education, to be

replaced by choice systems featuring for-

profit as well as non-profit private schools,

home schooling, and charter schools less

subject to constraints faced by traditional

public schools. 

This disenchantment with its educational

system has also led the United States to

decrease its overall spending on elemen-

tary and secondary education in recent

years, even as other OECD nations are

sharply stepping up their investments in

education. The U.S. also devotes less of its

education budgets to improving teacher

quality, fostering opportunities for collabo-

rative lesson preparation, and creating

manageable teaching loads than other

countries do, preferring instead to focus on

reducing class sizes.
2

Yet after analyzing

65,000 research papers, Australian educa-

tion scholar John Hattie concluded that  

neither class size nor any other factor
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improves school-time learning as much as

the quality of teachers.
3

The national edu-

cation systems that are rated near the top

vary in many ways. But high-performing

countries like Finland, South Korea, and

Singapore are all also at the top in their

investments in teacher professional devel-

opment, teacher salaries, and teacher

recognition.
4

In contrast, those nations that have turned

to school choice initiatives in recent years

have far more mixed records. In New

Zealand, which adopted a countrywide

school choice initiative in 1989, student

achievement has not improved, while the

segregation of Maori from European-

descended students has increased.
5

In

Sweden, the adoption of a nationwide

voucher program in 1992 has been fol-

lowed by students declining from still well

above average in their Program for

International Student Assessment (PISA)

scores in 2000, to below average in math,

reading, and science by 2012.
6

It is also worth noting that, as American

elementary and secondary school perform-

ance has declined in comparative perspec-

tive and its higher education sector has also

become increasingly embattled, the United

States’ longstanding advantage over other

OECD countries in the percentage of its

25-34 year-old residents with college edu-

cations has diminished sharply, falling

from a 17% edge in 2000 to a 4% advan-

tage in 2016.
7

Although America’s higher

education system remains the world’s

finest, it cannot prosper if the nation’s K-12

schools are not performing well.

This contemporary context makes the

Teachers Institute approach to improving

teacher quality more essential for America

today than ever before, and especially for

its most high-need students. Initiated at

Yale, which has had a successful Institute

since 1978, the Teachers Institute approach

of blending teachers from different grade

levels in small, intensive, collaborative,

long-duration seminars devoted to devel-

opment of rich content knowledge and

improved communication skills has all the

features that educational research shows to

be crucial for teacher professional develop-

ment. These include: 

• a focus on content, and on pedagogy

linked to content; 

• active teacher learning; 

• teacher leadership; 

• extended duration; 

• collective participation by teachers

from the same school, grade, or sub-

ject; 

• alignment with state and local stan-

dards; and

• ongoing evaluation.
8

It is important to note that in the latter

regard, each Teachers Institute always has

its program evaluated every year by all its

participants. In multiple cities over several

decades, teachers have consistently rated

their Institute experiences as especially

valuable in terms of the factors that educa-

tional researchers find to be the most

important ingredients of teacher quality: 

• teachers who really know their sub-

jects; 

• teachers with good basic writing, math,

and oral presentation skills; 

• teachers with high expectations of their

students; 

• teachers who are enthusiastic about

teaching; and 

• teachers who can motivate all students

to learn. 

Participation in Teachers Institute semi-

nars has also been shown to be associated

with higher retention rates for teachers in

their jobs, a hallmark of outstanding edu-

cational systems like Finland’s.
9

And as

described by Ellen Kisker elsewhere in

this issue of On Common Ground, the

Yale National Initiative of the League of

Teachers Institutes is developing new

means for more comprehensive evalua-

tions of Teachers Institutes, including

assessments of the curriculum units teach-

ers write in Institute seminars, and sys-

tems for tracking and analyzing their uses

and their impacts in classrooms.

But skeptics may reasonably ask: if the

Teachers Institute approach has been

around for roughly forty years, during the

same era in which the performances of

America’s K-12 public schools, and

American confidence in their schools,

have declined along many dimensions,

how can it be a significant part of the solu-

tion to the nation’s education problems

today? Shouldn’t we look, as American

often do, for some radical quick-fix to

cure our woes—like, perhaps, dramatical-

ly privatizing education further?

The sobering yet compelling answer is

that the quest for a quick-fix is in fact a

main reason why the Teachers Institute

approach and related educational initia-

tives have had real but limited positive

impacts on the nation’s educational chal-

lenges thus far. Strengthening teaching to

strengthen learning, and thereby strength-

en the nation, is an endeavor that, as inter-

national experience demonstrates,

requires significant investment in pro-

grams that are both broad and deep over

extended periods of time. Impatient for

rapid progress, Americans have been

reluctant to make those investments, and
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have become only more so as a variety of

quick-fixes (small high schools, mandato-

ry yearly improve-ments in standardized

test scores, and yes, voucher programs)

have failed. In every  city where Teachers

Institutes have been established, all partic-

ipants have regularly testified to their pos-

itive contributions. Yet Institutes remain

too few and too limited in size to realize

their full potential, both within large cities

like my own Philadelphia, and in America

as a whole.

What this means is that for American

education, Teachers Institutes are a bit like

Dorothy’s slippers: they are an answer to

our problems we have had all along, while

failing to recognize their potential. Today,

as leaders of higher education institutions

realize that they must make more substan-

tial and visible contributions to American

education as a whole if they are to regain

much of the support from funders and par-

ents that they have lost, and as more

Americans are discovering that there is no

educational Wizard of Oz that can fix all

our problems with the wave of a magic

wand, it may be possible to begin to do

what we should have done decades ago.

The United States needs to invest in its

teachers, just like the most successful

school systems in the world; and it must do

so in many ways. One of the most promis-

ing ways is for institutions of higher edu-

cation and public school districts to invest

in the creation and enlargement of

Teachers Institutes in every part of the

country that has high-need schools and stu-

dents at risk—bringing the proven benefits

of this great program for improving

teacher quality to many more states, cities

and towns, and to a far greater percentage

of the nation’s teachers and students.

Making those investments now not only

has a better chance than any other route of

reform to make America’s K-12 education

systems “great again.” It has a better

chance than any other path to make

America’s schools what they really should

be: better—and better for more students of

all backgrounds—than they have ever been

before.
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