The Inherent Interaependence

Of Teachers

No teacher is an island. Teachers might think they are isolated in their
classrooms, but Ms. Horn points out that every teacher in a school has a big

effect on every other teacher’s success.

By llana Seidel Horn

N MY sswond year of teahing, parent/
teaher conferenes sill made me quite
nervous Degitetheinevitabletrepidation,
| hadbroughtthisoneuponmyselbband
with a paticular sensef urgencyAfter |
phonedhemotherandexplaineany con-
cerns shewillingly agreed to meet with me
andherson.Now, hee | was,on awarm
Octoberafternoonsittingin my emptiedclassyom
acosdrom Travis(not hisrealname)andhis moth-
er Ms. A.

Traviswasa 10th-grader in my pre-dgebradassand
had ogentatioudy digolayed hisladk of interes in math-
emaicssncethefird daysof thedass But hisnaurd
curiositysoonbetraydhim. He openedup, patici-
pating enthusagticdly in dassdisussons showing tre
mendousnsightandcapacityor exploringheideas
we were gudying. While the introductionsto hispres:
entetionswere often brusgue (00! Thisis eay/! HareS
how it goes. . . Q, wha followed was <0 ludd that his
dassmaeslooked forward to hisexplanations He could
even withgand the quegtioning of hispearsand repre-
gnt histhinking in severd ways thereby demondrat-
ing a deep understanding of the material.

Becauskewadn 10thgrade| realiedthatTravis
wouldnot meetour state@mtranceequiementgor
four-year collegesby the end of high schoal if he dayed
in my pre-dgebradass | knew the gaigicsabout Af-
rican American maesand collegereadiness and | saw
an opportunity to make a podtive contribution agang
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anegatietrend.l hadcalledVis. A to discus3ravisO
gtuation, letting her know tha | had tremendous con-
fidencan hisabilityto keepup with thecollege-pp
dgebradass | even offered some after-school tutoring
Esgonsto support histrangtion into the new dassand
help him with any content he had missed.

What wasmore, there was a counsdor-friendly way
to maketheswitch, even a thislaedae my colleegue
Mr. Z hadanopeningn analgebralassffeeddur-
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ingthesameperiod. Ms A wasenthusadic and grate-
ful, andwe scheduled confeenceto work through
thedetalsof our plan. But thenext day in dass Travis
let me know in no uncertain terms @@ not going to
algebra.O

S0 these eventshad led up to our moment of truth.
Ms. A andl ononeside,Travison theother Welaid
out for him dl theressonswhy saitching to dgebrawas
important for hisfuture We emphadzed what it would
meen for hisvery likdy progpectsfor afootbal schol-
arship. Travissat back dl thewhile, frowning, sudying
thecarvingson theFormica. desktop with hisarmsacross
hisched, grunting reponsesto our rdentlessprodding.
Bventudly, | resorted to pleading. Ms A took atougher
stanceinvoking pride,self-especéind,the ultimate
maternatrumpcad, @llthatlOgewverdonefor you.O

We gotnowhee that day Asthe schoolyearcon-
tinued, | would gently rezz Travisin dass&fter another
oneof hissparkling explanations saying quietly, Gfou
reallyneedto bein algebra.Bachtime, hefrowned
and walked awagaving me perpisk

Travi€riendDustinhadwatchedhis sagainfold
from thedddines and | often fdt hiseyeson usduring
thexe interactions Oneday after dass | aked Dudin
whatwasgoingon with Travis With alittle coaxing,
Dudin rductantly confessed: GHedidn®want to go to
Mr. ZOs class becauseZ\t a racist.O

Tothisday I donotknow whatevidenc@&ravisor
Dustinhadof Mr. ZOsacismHe,like meandabout
two-thirdsof our depatrment, wasEuropeanrAmeri-
can. | had never been in hisdassoom and only knew
him superfiddly from lunch converstionsin thefacul-
ty room and our very infrequent, distribute-the-sup-
plies-and-schedules department megtings Mr. Z wah®
omebody | conaulted or confided in. | wouldn®go to
him for adviceon a patticularlychallengingtudent
or turn to him for idessfor a captivating lesson. Even
in the case of moving Travisup in the curriculum, | had
gmply confirmed the openingin Mr. ZQdass& lunch
oneday It wouldnot hawe occuredto meto invite
him to st in on the conferenceto beapart of thetran-
sitionplan.Mr. Z appeadto beashav-up-and-do-
your-thingteacheH e hadgreataffectiorfor cetain
studentsanda reputationfor telling jokesthat kept
them amused.

Many yearshave gone by, and Travisisone of those
studentsvhohae stuckin my mentalcraw For me,
heillugraeswhy teachersworking in isolation cannot
helpall studentseachtheir full potential Although
Hollywood@ cdluloid dassooms show hero-teschers
rescuing urban sudents from their life drcumsances
asTraigCexampleshows it takesmorethan jus alone
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maverick to make subgantia and suganed progresson
issuesf equity Travisdisplagdtalentandpotential,
yet | could not successully advance him in our school®
curriculum EDeven when hiscollege digibility wason
thelineEDbecausehedid not fed welcomeor comfort-
aolein my colleegueSdassoom. Were he aninth-grader
who had been promoted thefollowing year to Mr. Z@Q
dass | might havewatched hdplesdy asabright young
mind shutdown becausef a classsomthatwasin-
hogpitableto Travigparticular yle of anartness (Luck-
ily for Travis Ms A wasnot to be deterred from cham-
pioning her onGeducation. She sscured afootbdl schol-
arshipfor him to alocalprepschoothefollowingse-
meder, whereheenrolled in dgebraand did very well.)

Hereistheleson that hasguck with mefrom dl of
this Despitethe normsof privacy that pervade teach-
er culture and the assumptions of our behind-cosed-
doors independence, we actudly nead our colleagues
whethemve like it Bbandthembbor not. Teachers
areinherently dependent on one another snce no one
of usaone conditutesour sudentsCducetion. Sudents
move from teacher to teecher, and it isup to usto make
that movementcoheent. Acknowvledginghis inter-
dependenceisegpeddly urgent when we consde issues
of equity

And, in fact, that is exactlywhateducationate-
search hasincreasngly shown. In high sthools Vaerie
Leeandhercolleagudsa\e investigatethe circum
stancethat suppot equitableachieement. To find
suchachieement theylookedfor schoolsn which
studentsd&mographibackgoundvariablegamong
them race and sodosconomic gatus) were not srongly
predictive of thar eventud levd of atanment. Schools
that have achieved equitable outcomes shareidentifia-
bletrats they have arigorouscommon curriculum and
astrongorganizationgushfor studentso enioll in



chdlenging courses In mathematics departments Ro-
chelleGutiZrez foundthatteacherashotakecollec-
tive regponghility for their sudentsCauccess contribute
substantiallyo this organizationgush: In my own
work, | haeseermow teachersOllectieresponsibil-
ity supports sudentsdong-term pogtive engagement
in the mathematics curriculum.® If the preponderance
of evidenceointsto theimportanceof collaboration
in achieving equity, why isthisnot acommonplacefea
ture of teachersO kor

THE INVISIBILITY OF INTERDEPENDENCE

Given the organization of the school asaworkplace,
it isnot surprisng that the collective dimendon of tead-
erdOvork isoften overlooked. In high schools teacher<O
preparation timeisusualy organized to optimize Su-
dentsCrhoices not to support teecherCronversttion and
collaborationTeachergvoiking in the samesubject
aeaor gradelevd may or may not be housed in smi-
lar partsof the schoal building. They are sddom given
paid time to wdt together to delop a common i
sion or to discuss sedrchallenges.

Occasionallyeacherarecalledonto work collec-
tivdy. For example digricc mandates may require teech-
ersto work on buresucratic formsof curriculum artic-
ulaion; sometimes pragmatic reditiesdemand the de-
velopmenbf aplanfor sharingsparseesoucesBut
in redity, schoolsdo not conggently require much col-
laboration from teechas It isnot surprigng, then, that
teachersdo not work collectivey in the mgority of U.S
ghools* egpeddly in high-poverty schools and schools
that serve large numbers of sudents of color.® Norms
of privacy dlow individud teecherSOdassroomsto be

their personal domains, for better and for worse.

Teecherswho want to mest and collaborate with thar
colleaguesftendo soat greatpersonagxpensd-re-
quently, they end up donating hours before and after
school or sarifidng their scant preparation time” Even
in placeswhere teecherOnterdependence becomes an
explict part of thar work, it issddom adequatdy off-
& by any reductionsin other timeintengvejob duties

| oncevisitedapilot high schoothat providedits
urban gudentswith ameaningful and rigorous educa
tion. Aspat of theschool@esigntheteachersere
required to meat weekly in both grade-levd and sub-
ject teams After taking to theadminigratorsand Su-
dentsand visting dassooms | fdt ingoired by thelevd
of engagement in their education that the gudentsex-
hibited.Laterin my visit,whenl intervievedafocus
group of teachers antidpating even more ingpiration,
| facednsteacdh group of exhaustedtlealistsWhile

they werethrilled to bein aschool s#tting that support-

ed the purauit of sodd judicethrough education, they

were absolutelgpentbecaustheir additionalcolle-
gialcommitmentfadnot beenoffsetby anyreduc-
tion in teaching load.

Thedraumdancesof thexe pilot school teechersmade
thismuch dear: we cannot haveit both ways It isun-
far to teechersto tout theimportance of collaboration,
evenaswe perpetuataworking life that requiesall
suchcollaborationo betakenout of theirown hides.

IF YOUBUILD IT , THEY WILL COME

In my current work, | am collaborating with urban
high schoolssasking to raise the mathematics achieve-
mentof their ninth- and10th-gradestudentsMuch
of our work involves engaging the teacherswith arich
aray of professond devdopment. Equaly important,
though, are the building-levd teamstha hdp teechers
make sne of theforma professond devdopment and
tackle site-specific issues.

We initially gae the mathematicteacherat one
ghool rdessetimein theform of an extracommon plan-
ning period to medt, conault with one another, work
on shaedproblemsandrefinetheir curriculumand
appoacheso teachingThe benefitof thisarrange-
ment quickly became gpparent to those near enough to
discern them. Within the building, other departments
soon asked the principd for resourcesto work togeth-
& and collaborate Adminigtrators reported hearing stu-
dentssay tha the math teechers @edlly careOebout them.
Beyond the building, when our partner digrict saw the
benditsfor teecher learning, morde, and dudent learn-
ing, the g&f there reorganized coaching fundsto sup-
port amath teacher team in ahigh school in that dis
trict.

The teamOscusat the schooll@ working with
wagaisingheachieementn entry-levelmathemat-
icsooursss In the 2004-05 sthool yerr, before the teem®
work began, lessthan hdf of the gudentswho entered
ninth gradeator belav graddeelwere promotedo
10th-gradenath.The followingacademigear 83%
of those gudentswere promoted. Wha makesthisac-
complishment al themoreimpressveistha theteach-
erssmultaneoudy increased therigor of the mathemat-
ics they wre teaching in their classes.

Theteamwork maximized the teecherSodsof in-
creedng Sudent achievement in anumber of ways Frg,
it gavetheteechersaplaceto hold the sometimes-ab-
dract idessof professona devdlopment up agang the
complexealitie®ftheirclasssomsForinstancethe
teacherswere working on implementing anew curric-
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ulum and had recaived training in usng it. When one
unit required particular cultura knowiedge that many
of the gudentsdid not share, the teachersfigured out
anappopriateadaptatiorio bringtheir studentaip
to gpeed on atopic the textbook took for granted. In
addition, the team dlowed the teechersto coordinate
ther indruction, pacing lessons together and devdop-
ing shared language and representationsfor key math-
ematica conogpts Thisdlowed teechersto eadly tutor
one ancther@gudents after school or in support dasses
gnce everyone knew what kinds of conversations and
presentationse® going on in the clasems.

The collaboration directly contributed to the teach-
erOnathematicd learning aswdl. When teachersdid
not fully understand conceptpr couldnot antick
patethewaysin which atopic would be hard for su-
dents they turned to one another for brief tutorias or
idessto bring into ther own dassooms The addition-
a planning period d<0 gavetheteechersadequaetime
to contacipaents acriticalbut oftendauntingtask.
They worked hard to let parentsknow not only when
student€performancesvere slipping,but alsowhen

astudenhadpeformedwellin clas®r onanassess-

ment.

Hndly, with an extradegree of fresdom in ther own
ghedules the teschersworked to cover one anotherG
classeasthegradingoeriodsameo acloseDuring
that time, they could hold one-on-one conferencesin
the halway with sudents whose grades were border-
ling, outlining for them the kinds of thingsthey would
nexd to do to bring ther gradesup, whileaknowledge-
able colleeguekept therest of the dassworking on the
dayOs lesson.

Besidesll of thewaysn whichthe collaboration
suppotedthegoalof increasedtudentachieement,
the teachers conggently reported the unexpected ben-
efit of theemotionabuppot theygarneedfrom the
team gpproach. Asoneteecher reported, QVhen there®
aproblem, whenthereareistieswith akid, thereSagroup
totalk about it, to say, ®l ey, thereareisueshere. What
do you suggest®/hat do you think?WhatOsa good
way to goAnd 0 you have thiswhole giant support
system.O

Although sthool asan inditution isknown for itsrole
in odd reproduction, | haveyet to meet ateacher who
entered the professon with the god of contributing to
theinequitiesof odety. On the contrary, | megt many
moreidealistsvho,like me,belieein the promiseof
education and are eeg to meke adifferencein children®
lives.

| am surethat Mr. Z wasunaware of hisreputation
with Travisand Dudin. Y&, dearly, having Mr. Z asa
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colleague limited my ability to addressisues of equity
in my school. What | could do to hdp Travisor any oth-
& sudent waslimited by my context and my colleagues
In obscuring teecherOnterdependence with their col-
leegues wefall to dlow both teachersand gudentsto
reach their full potential.

All of thisleedsmeto what | hope are by now obwvi-
ousquegions What if we built on the dormant power
of theteache collettive, garting with our mogt neglect-
ed gudents?And what if we drew high-cdiber teechers
into challengingchooldby providingthemwith the
meaensto medt these dudentdhesds?| proposethat we
rework theworld to build support, professond deve-
opment,andcollaboratiortime into the stucture of
teecherAvork in our needies schools Currently, mon-
gary inducementsare usad to attract teechersinto hard-
to-staffschoolsBut for manyteachersio amountof
money would lead them into what they view as a bed,
adifficult gtuation. Howeve,, we have evidence to sug-
gest that visible suppcould.

In the second year of our urban school partnership,
word of the depatmeniScollaboratig envionment
had gporead. When two postionscame open in thede-
partment, 24 teechers goplied EDdmog unheard of in
an urban school mathematicsdepartment. It isdear to
methat there are many teechersout therewho are eeger
andwilling to createequitableclasssomsThe ques-
tion thatremainss, Whatwill societydo to suppot
them in doing so?
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