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PART I

Teaching as
an Occupation







CHAPTER 1

Deciding to Teach
and Finding a Job

MOTIVES FOR TEACHING

Talking with prospective teachers about why they want to teach is an excellent
way to begin a discussion of teaching as an occupation. For more than ten years
I have asked the students in my introduction to education classes to write down
their major motive for teaching. Comparing their responses with the results of
similar surveys conducted around the nation, I see several clear patterns. Why
do you want to be a teacher? Almost certainly you can give several reasons, but
try to narrow them to just one: your major motive for wanting to teach. Now
compare your response with those in Table 1.1. If your motivation centers on
students, you have plenty of company. With remarkable consistency, about half
the prospective teachers in my classes link their desire to teach directly to young
people. If academics—the love of a particular subject or of learning in
general—prompts you to teach, you are also in good company. Approximately
one-fifth of the future teachers in my survey have academic reasons as their
major motive. Surveys conducted throughout the nation show the same patterns:
student-centered motives almost always top the list, with academic motives
usually running a distant second place.!

Other motives for teaching (and the rounded percentages of my prospective
teachers who put them in first place) include job advantages (10%), the social
value of teaching (10%), and the influence of other teachers (5%). These
patterns, too, are consistent with the results of other surveys. The brief state-
ments quoted in Table 1.1 are representative of the ways in which future
teachers summarize their motives.
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TABLE 1.1. WHY DO YOU WANT TO BE A TEACHER? MOTIVES OF PROSPECTIVE
TEACHERS

1. Students
“l love children.”
“I like working with young people.”
“| want to help students.”
2. Academics
“l enjoy a particular subject.”
“I love learning.”
3. Job advantages
“l like having my summers off.”
“My hours as a teacher will match my children’s hours in school.”
“Teaching is a good job for people on their way to something else.”
4. Social value
“Teaching is society’s most important job.”
“I can improve society by teaching.”
5. Influence of other teachers
“Some of my teachers helped me so much, they made me want to teach.”
“Some of my teachers hurt me so much, they made me want to teach.”

(Sources: This profile is based on my ongoing survey of prospective teachers at the University of South
Alabama and on J. Marc Jantzen, “Why College Students Choose to Teach: A Longitudinal Study,”
Journal of Teacher Education 32 [March—April 1981): 45-48; Cassandra L. Book and Donald J. Free-
man, “Differences in Entry Characteristics of Elementary and Secondary Teacher Candidates,” Journal
of Teacher Education 37 [March—April 1986): 47—-51; and National Education Association, Status of the
American Public School Teacher, 1985-86 [Washington: NEA, 1987], pp. 55-58.)

Considered as a whole, studies of motivation pay future teachers genuine
compliments. Teachers are altruistic; they want to help. Most of them enter the
occupation with the welfare of others in mind, and they believe they can make a
difference in their students’ lives. Some prospective teachers have been
helped—or in a few cases hurt—so much by their own teachers that they feel
motivated to teach. Some extend their concern for others to society as whole.
Now notice what the surveys do not say. People do not go into teaching for the
money—with good reason, as we will see in the next chapter. Nor do people
choose teaching for the prestige. Americans respect teachers, but it is a peculia
respect—the kind accorded to outsiders, to people set apart from the mainstream
of society.2

Can we take what prospective teachers say about their motives at face
value? Aren’t some of their statements too good to be true? Based on my work
with future teachers, I am convinced that their altruism and idealism are real.
But based on what they say outside of class, informally and off the record, I am
also convinced that the perceived advantages of the occupation pull more people
into teaching than the surveys indicate. Notice the job advantages listed in Table
1.1. Teacher education students often joke that “teaching has three main bene-
fits: June, July, and August.” Of course the summer vacation is attractive, but
should it be someone’s major reason for wanting to teach? Prospective teachers
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who admit that it is, along with others who are reluctant to confess, should
consider that some school systems have already moved to a year-round schedule
and the summer break is closer tc 10 weeks than to 12 in most systems. Taking
graduate and inservice courses during the summer further reduces time off for
teachers. So does “moonlighting.” Fourteen percent of teachers work an evening
or weekend job outside their school systems during the school year, and 19
percent have outside employment during the summer.3

Another perceived advantage of teaching is the daily schedule it offers. As
more nontraditional (age 25 and older) students, many of them women, go to
college to pursue the degrees they did not obtain when they were younger, more
students talk frankly about choosing a career that will allow them to spend time
with their own children. As a parent 1 can appreciate this motive, but should it
be first on a prospective teacher’s list? Although the nontraditional students in
my classes usually have realistic expectations for the occupation, they often
underestimate the demands that teaching will make on their time during the
evenings and weekends.*

Finally, there is the perception that teaching is a good temporary job for
people who have other career and life plans in mind. As one student told me
recently, “I want to be a lawyer, but I think I'll teach for a while. After all,
teaching is easy to get into and easy to get out of.” Actually, this is an old
notion. Historical studies going back to the colonial era show that some teachers
(mostly males) have used the occupation as a stepping stone to other careers,
while other teachers (most of them females) have used it as a way station en
route to marriage and family.’

Americans view teaching as women’s work. The feminization of the occu-
pation began in the mid-1800s as school boards turned increasingly to women to
fill teaching positions. Females had two advantages over the males who had
dominated the occupation earlier: the character and personality of women were
regarded as better suited to working with young children, and women consti-
tuted a cheap, reliable labor force. These nineteenth-century perceptions are with
us still. Today women are 69 percent of all teachers and 86 percent of elemen-
tary school teachers, and the percentages are even higher in areas of the nation
where highly traditional views of sex roles prevail.®

“I love children.” Since prospective teachers choose these words so often
to express their motivation for teaching, we would expect employed teachers to
reflect the same sentiment. But the evidence is curiously mixed. Contemporary
and historical studies of teachers’ letters and diaries reveal few discourses on
loving chidren. Instead, teachers discuss how demanding teaching is, or they
focus on matters unrelated to their work. In the letters and diaries, teaching
comes across mainly as a job, something people do for economic survival. Yet
for a century and a half, society has been sending women the message that they
should teach because they love children. They should want to be teachers—
obviously not for the money but for the children. It is almost as if women,
trying hard to please by saying what society expects, have repeated “I’m going
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to teach because of the children” so often that they have come to believe it.”

Perhaps this discussion is too harsh. Teachers should care about students,
and the evidence suggests that most of them do. When asked why they stick
with their demanding jobs, most teachers answer, “the students.” What gives
teachers their greatest intrinsic satisfaction? They reply, “reaching the students.”®
For convincing evidence of how student-centered teachers are, read the “Peo-
ple” section of almost any issue of NEA Today, a newspaper for members of the
National Education Association (NEA). “I genuinely like and respect young
people . . . and look for the best in them,” says a l4-year veteran. “I encour-
age them to stretch in reaching for their goals.” A teacher with 21 years of
experience puts it this way: “I do love teaching. I'm working with these kids
who want to learn, and telling them about the world, and getting paid for it!” A
teacher whose career spans six decades (!), a veteran with “no qualms about
using the word love,” says the best teachers “exult when children succeed—and
bleed when they hurt.”®

Admittedly, teaching is no job for people who do not care about young
people, but personal concern is not the only quality that teachers need. A
logician would say that caring about students is a necessary but not sufficient
qualification for teaching. The job involves interpersonal skills, but much more.
Teachers who enter the occupation motivated solely by their good feelings can
be bitterly disappointed when students do not return their affection. To be blunt,
some students do not want your love. Think twice about becoming a teacher just
because you care.

Also reconsider if you believe you will be teaching students whose socio-
economic backgrounds are similar to yours. A demographic profile of prospec-
tive teachers shows that they are overwhelmingly female, middle class, and
white. More than 80 percent grew up in suburbs or rural areas and want to
return to teach students like themselves. Only 9 percent—and the percentage is
shrinking—want to teach in big cities, where teacher shortages are often acute.
As we will see in Chapter 8, the demographic profile of America’s students is
strikingly different. One in four students is from a family living in poverty.
Twenty percent of students are in large school districts with enrollments of more
than 40,000. By the turn of the century, as many as 40 percent of the nation’s
students will be black, Hispanic, or Asian—yet the percentage of prospective
teachers who are minorities is decreasing, as Chapter 3 points out.'°

These trends suggest a serious and increasing mismatch between America’s
teachers and their students. We will return to the changing demography of
teachers and students in other chapters, but the point here is that future teachers
are increasingly unlikely to find jobs teaching Dick-and-Jane kids. Instead, more
teachers may find themselves identifying with “Here I Was, a New Teacher,” a
moving account of a teacher’s first year in the New York City schools, pub-
lished in the June 22, 1988, issue of Education Week.

Future teachers not only need to consider the kind of students with whom
they will be working; they need to think seriously about the kind of work they



