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strations are available on sets of videotapes that cover

the whole curriculum,

Making use of lessons that have been honed over
time does not mean that the Asian teacher stmply
mimics what she sees. As with great actors or musi-
clans, the substance of the curriculum becomes the
script or the score; the goal is 1o perform the role or
piece as effectively and creatively as possible. Rather
than executing the curriculum as a mere routine, ll;\e
skilled teacher strives to perfect the presentation of
each lesson. She uses the teaching techniques she has
learned and imposes her own interpretation on these
techniques in a manner that she thinks will interest
and motivate her pupils,

Of course, teachers find it easier to share helpful
tips and techniques among themselves when they are
all teaching the same lesson at about the same time.
The fact that Taiwan, Japan, and China each has a na-
tional curriculum that provides a common focus is a
significant factor in teacher interaction. Not only do
we have no national curriculum in the United States,
but the curriculum may not be consistent within a
city or even within a single school. American text-
books, with a spiral curriculum that repeats topics
year after year and with a profusion of material about
each topic, force teachers to omit some of each year’s
material. Even when teachers use the same textbook,
their classes differ according to which topics they
choose to skip and in the pace with which they pro-
ceed through the text. As a result, American teachers
have less incentive than Asian teachers to share expe-
riences with each other or to benefit from the suc-
cesses and failures that others have had in teaching
particular lessons.

Adding further to the sense of isolation is the fact
that American teachers, unlike other professionals, do
not share a common body of knowledge and experi-
ence. The courses offered at different universities and
colleges vary, and even among their required courses,
there is often little common content from college to
college. Student teaching, the only other activity in
which all budding teachers participate, is a solitary
endeavor shared only with the regular classroom
teacher and perhaps a few fellow student teachers.

Opportunities for Asian teachers to learn from
each other are influenced, in part, by the physical
arrangements of the schools. In Japanese and Chinese
schools, a large room in each school is designed as a
teachers’ room, and each teacher is assigned a desk in
this room. It is here that they spend their time away
from the classroom preparing lessons, correcting stu-
dents’ papers, and discussing teaching techniques.
American teachers, isolated in their own classrooms,
find it much harder to discuss their work with col-
leagues. Their desk and teaching materials are in
their own classrooms, and the only common space
available to teachers is usually a cramped room that
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It is easy to blame teachers for the problems con-
fronting American education, and this is something
that the American public is prone to do. The accusa-
tion is unfair. We cannot blame teachers when we de-
prive them of adequate training and yet expect that
on their own they will become innovative teachers;
when we cast them in the roles of surrogate parents,
counselors, and psychotherapists and still expect
them to be effective teachers; and when we keep them
so busy in the classroom that they have little time or
opportunity for professional development once they
have joined the ranks of the teaching profession.

Surely the most immediate and pressing task in
educating young students is to create a new type of
school environment, one where great lessons are a
commonplace occurrence. In order to do this, we
must ask how we can institute reforms that will make
it possible for American teachers to practice their pro-
fession under conditions that are as favorable for
their own professional development and for the edu-
cation of children as those that exist in Asia.
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