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Current proposals to change teachers’ work often center around the
concept of empowerment. Here it is assumed that teachers work most
effectively when treated as valued, capable people. Instead of controlling
the work of teachers more closely through course requirements, testing, and
packaged curricula, it is preferable to build upon the concept of teacher as
professional by giving teachers more authority and more control over what
they do (Fullan, 1991). The concept of teacher as professional also
includes an emphasis on continuous learning through professional
development and an emphasis on greater collaboration and collegiality
among teachers (Beare, Caldwell & Millikan, 1989; Duke, 1987; Lieberman
& Miller, 1984; McNeil, 1988).

Many writers have expressed part or all of this agenda. For example,
Rosenholtz (1985) writes about the importance of teacher commitment, the
development of collegiality, and the importance of teacher participation in
decision-making. Lieberman and Miller (1990a, 1990b) stress the
importance of building a professional approach to teaching, in which
important educational questions have a central place. Sergiovanni (1990)
emphasizes the importance of empowering teachers in any school
improvement effort. Fullan (1991) provides an excellent review and
synthesis of much of this work.

Similar sentiments have been expressed by more radical critics of
schooling. Many critical theorists set out an agenda which advocates much
greater autonomy and authority for teachers (Apple, 1990; McNeil, 1988;
Smyth, 1989).

Underlying most of this work is a set of assumptions about human
action and efficacy. Among these assumptions are the following:

* People work most effectively when they have a personal stake in the
activity.

* People need to understand why particular policies and practices are in
place and why they are asked to do things.
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Indeed, there are many parallels between the present treatment of
teachers by administrators and other school authorities and the treatment
of students by teachers and other school authorities. Both groups are
assigned to their work relatively arbitrarily. Administrators give teachers
their class assignments and timetables while teachers give students their
work assignments and group partners (if any). Neither group has very
much control over what it is they are to do, when they are to do it, and
with whom they are to do it. Neither group has much freedom of
movement nor much ability to criticize the prevailing order, and neither
group has much ability to shape its working situation to its perceived
needs.

Yet one looks in vain for a literature in educational administration
which suggests that we might think about treating students as we might
want to treat teachers. Even the critical theorists are largely silent on the
issue of the authority of students, focusing instead on teachers as workers.

The gap between what we advocate for teachers and the way in which
we actually treat students is apparent by looking at three specific areas:
participation in decision-making, learning for improved practice, and

evaluation.
Participation in Decision-Making

Greater participation of teachers in decision-making is emphasized in
much of the literature on restructuring schools. For more than a decade,
proponents of educational change have assumed that teachers must be key
participants if change is to be effective (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978;
Goodlad, 1984; Little, 1990). This has been stated in the literature so
often that it has now reached the status of a truth no longer requiring
validation; we have moved on to asking how such changes in teachers’ roles
can be put into practice.

However, students at all levels of our educational institutions are rarely
given a significant role in decision-making. For example, students in
Canada do not have a legal right to a so-called student government; even
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Finally, it seems odd to say that we would deprive students of
worthwhile experiences and opportunities because they do not have the
skills to take advantage of them. We might make this claim about
mathematics, or physical education, or any other school activity. Students
may not be good at them when they start, but they learn to be better as
they proceed. Surely this is just what education is about — expanding
people’s skills through the judicious use of experiences of various kinds.
It is hard to see how schools can inculcate in young people respect for law,
respect for the rights of others, and an understanding of democratic
processes when these same principles are not embodied in their actual
operation. If students are treated arbitrarily, are subject to rules which
they do not support or understand, and have no opportunity to shape the
nature of their work, then surely there is something educationally wrong.

Learning for Improved Practice

Another major area of proposed change in school organization has
concerned the best way to promote teachers’ learning. Here, a general
consensus has emerged that teachers will develop their skills most
effectively if they participate regularly in professional development activities
which are relevant to their immediate needs, are linked clearly to teaching
practice, and provide opportunities to use new skills in a supportive and
nonthreatening environment (Lieberman & Miller, 1990a; Little, 1989).
The case is also made that teachers should have an important role in
determining the kind of professional development in which they participate
(Fullan, 1991). Schén’s work (1983) on the reflective practitioner has also
had a major impact on these matters.

However, these features of learning have not always been applied to
students (Fullan, 1991; Goodlad, 1984). Students are often required to
learn material with little or no attempt to connect it either to their out-of-
school lives or to other in-school learning. As well, students essentially
have no role in determining what they will study or when they will study
it. They cannot choose to study those aspects of a particular subject which
are of most interest to them. Knowledge is typically demonstrated through
paper and pencil exercises, with very little opportunity to apply learning to
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Evaluation

The systematic development of teacher evaluation policies and
procedures occurred in Canada primarily in the 1960s and 1970s. (Lawton,
Hickox, Leithwood & Musella, 1986). From the beginning there was an
important concern about safeguarding the procedural rights of teachers
during evaluation. Most evaluation policies placed considerable stress on
the need for teachers to understand clearly what the evaluation would be
about and to have an opportunity to respond to any comments made by
the evaluator.

More recently there has been considerable dissatisfaction with standard
approaches to teacher evaluation. Teacher evaluation practices often lack
validity, or empirical support (Levin, 1979; Waxman, 1984). Moreover,
they are seen to have had little impact on teaching, being mostly ritualistic
exercises (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 1988; Lawton, Hickcox, Leithwood
& Musella, 1986). Current thinking on teacher evaluation has moved away
from an emphasis on checklists and from meeting predetermined standards
toward being, except in cases of serious performance concerns, a process
of professional growth through guided reflection with colleagues and
supervisors (Wise & Darling-Hammond, 1985).

Student evaluation, however, is quite another matter. We have known
for some time that many student evaluation practices lack reliability and
validity, yet these practices continue unabated (Archer & McCarthy, 1988;
Goodlad, 1984, McLean, 1985; Natriello, 1984). Students are often denied
the rudimentary guarantees of due process in regard to their evaluations,
even when these evaluations have important consequences for them.
Surprise tests are relatively common. Students may not be given second
opportunities even where they can show good reason for poor performance
on a first try. They may be penalized in their evaluations for matters
having nothing to do with their ability to do the work (such as being late
or missing classes or even being disrespectful of authority). The averaging
of marks over a term may effectively penalize students who improve the
most. It is still unusual to find settings in which students are asked to
participate in determining how they are be evaluated or are given
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a vision of learning as something which people do, rather than something
which people have done to them. If we take seriously the idea that
students are people, we must respect their ideas, opinions, and desires; this
in turn requires institutional structures which allow these ideas and
opinions to be expressed in a meaningful way (Levin, 1993).

In regard to participative decision-making, opportunities abound to give
students a role in school decisions and to use this as an important
educational vehicle. Soliciting students’ opinions about significant school
practices and policies can be done in a variety of ways, both by teachers
and by school administrators. Opinion surveys, group discussions, or open
forums on school issues are among the possibilities. Other steps which can
be taken within classrooms or schools include giving meaningful roles to
student councils, involving students in debates about what is happening in
the school, and giving students full or partial jurisdiction over certain kinds
of decisions.

The same is true of improved practice. We can enter into real and
sustained conversations with students about what learning is and how it can
best be fostered in any particular setting. We can discuss with students
what their interests are and how these interests might be accommodated
within a given curriculum. We can ask students to reflect on their own
learning styles and to advise us as to how we might be most helpful to
them. We might well find that these conversations are as valuable for us
as teachers as they are for students as learners. For example, I was struck
by a story recently told to me by a principal who had turned her grade four
health class over to the students, with the result that many students were
taking home the provincial curriculum guide to see what it was they needed
to know and to make suggestions on how best to learn.

Finally, we need to start to think about building into student evaluation
the same sorts of protections that we wish to have when we ourselves are
evaluated. Schools can develop student evaluation policies which provide
that students be informed as to how they are to be evaluated, that they
have opportunities to participate in determining evaluation practices, that
they have opportunities to improve evaluation results which they find
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