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WHY WE HATE
TEACHERS

Notes on a noble American tradition
By Garret Keizer

Glory, glory, alleluia.
Teacher hit me with a ruler.
I knocked her on the bean
With a rotten tangerine,
And she ain’t gonna teach no more.
—“Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory of the
Burning of the School” (Traditional)

/
As soon as | entered first grade, I began

throwing up my breakfast every day, Monday
through Friday, usually two or three minutes
before the school bus came. I do not recall hav-
ing what are nowadays referred to as “academic
difficulties.” In fact, I was already the good stu-
dent 1 would continue ta be right through
graduate school. Nor do [ recall being picked
on in any particular way; that would come lat-
er. What [ recall is being struck at about the
same time as my mother handed me my lunch
with an irresistible urge to vomit my break-
fast—that, and the sight of my mother on her
knees again, wiping up my mess.

I have long since marveled at the way in
which my parents, without benefit of formal
courses in psychology or any thought of send-
ing me to a psychologist (this was 1959), set
about trying to cure me by a psychological
stratagem at once desperate, risky, and inge-

nious. It amounted to the contrivance of an
epiphany. One evening they announced that
the next day I would not be going to school.
Instead, my mother and I would be taking a
trip “up country” to see Aunt Em and have a
picnic. Aunt Em and her husband were care-
takers of a sprawling rural cemetery in which I
delighted to play and explore. They lived in a
house “as old as George Washington.” Propped
against one of their porch pillars was an enor-
mous Chiclet-shaped rock, an object of great
fascination for me, which they claimed was a
petrified dinosaur tooth. There were few places
on earth [ would rather have gone.

The next morning arrived like an early
Christmas. I watched impatiently as my moth-
er packed a lunch for our adventure. Then,
just at the time when the school bus would
have picked me up, she turned to me and in a
tone of poignant resignation said, “Now, you
see, Gary, there is nothing wrong with your
stomach. You get sick because you don't want
to go to school.” She handed me my lunch and
told me that we were not going to Aunt Em’s
that day. I did not throw up. I forget whether
or not I cried. But, for the most part, I was
cured.

[ say for the most part because even now, at
the age of forty-eight, [ am rarely able to walk
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into any school without feeling something of
the same duodenal ominousness that haunted
my first days as a student. I doubt I am unique
in this, though it does seem like an odd symp-
tom for someone who went to school for al-
most twenty years, who taught high school for
fifteen years after that, who saw his wife
through graduate school after she had done the
same for him, and who will be in his mid-fifties
by the time he has seen his daughter through
college. I have spent most of my life “in
school,” doing homework or correcting it,
which means that for much of my life T have
either skipped breakfast or eaten it as an act of
faith.

And T still catch myself thinking of that
aborted trip to Aunt Em’s. I picture myself run-
ning over the mown graves, past generations of
polished monuments, with a cool breeze at my
back and the clouds unfolding like angel wings
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above me. It amounts to a waking dream, with

a dream’s psychic symbolism, and what I think
it means is that I have reconciled myself to
death by imagining it as the most sublime form
of hooky: the blessed stage at which no one

will ever again, in any form whatso-
I ever, make me go to school.

do not have frightful memories of my first-
grade teacher, though my parents have told me
she was “stern.” I remember her punishing a
boy who'd meandered into the girls’ bathroom
by forcing him to wear a cardboard sign that
read I AM A GIRL TODAY. I remember another
boy, a budding Leonardo da Vinci, whose
crammed, cluttered
desk she would from
time to time dump over
onto the floor, like an
unfaithful wife’s ward-
robe tossed onto the
street. | can still see
him kneeling among his
precocious drawings
and playground-exca-
vated fossils, straighten-
ing things up as best as
he could, while the rest
of us looked on with
the dumbstruck fascina-
tion of smaller-brained
primates. [ can see these
things clearly, but I do
not remember the
teacher herself as an
ogre. As for the memo-
ries of my two class-
mates, the first of whom
would eventually be-
come an outlaw biker
and the second of
whom probably went
on through a long pro-
gression of larger and
even messier desks, [ am
not so sure.

Such stories of cruel
and unusual punish-
ment probably account
at least partially for that
hideous strain of Amer-
ican folk humor, with a
pedigree that runs from
Washington Irving to
Garrison Keillor: the
Tale of the Teacher We Drove Nuts. [ used to
know a man who would tell me, in the tone of
someone bragging about his first sexual experi-
ence, how he and his friends had driven a nun
at his Catholic school to a nervous breakdown.

Pillbox by John Monteith, courtesy RiccofMaresca Gallery, New York City



“Let’s put it this way: She didn’t come back the
next year.” It so happens that [ was working as
a teacher when I first heard the story. So was
the man who told it to me.

It's hard to imagine a parallel from an-
other profession, perhaps some folksy yarn
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would remind them to be grateful for the
hours their kids are in school.

There are, of course, other ways in which
schools represent a psychic fall; and teachers,

about an undertaker driven to tears by a
repeated switcheroo of his embalming fluid
and his coffee, a cashier who fell down
foaming at the mouth after making change
for one too many ten-pound bags of dimes.
It's simplistic to say that we see these tales
as innocuous because their protagonists
are only children. We also see them as in-
nocuous because their victims are only
teachers (and usually women). We like to
tell these stories, I think, because they re-

quite some primal—as in “pri-

I t would only be right and proper that for every
[ ] gulden you gave for the war against the Turks,

you should give 100 guldens for the schools, even if they

(the Turks) were already at our throats, so that you might
be able to educate at least one boy with this sum so that
he would become a true Christian.

—MARTIN LUTHER (1524)

mary” school—pain within us.

For many children, going to school
amounts to a fall from grace. I have long sensed
a mystical connection between the iconic ap-
ple on the teacher’s desk and the apple Adam
ate from the forbidden tree; I am tempted to
take them for the same apple. Perhaps the New
England Puritans who taught their children the
alphabet starting with the A in “Adam’s Fall”
were playing with the same idea. Although
teachers may figure variously in the myth as
Eve, the Serpent, or God, they are almost al-
ways the flaming cherubim who bar our return
to the innocence of early childhood. For better
or for worse, a teacher was our first surrogate
mother. The wicked stepmother and the fairy
godmother are mothers, after all, and in the
fairy tales of personal history they both tend to
have teaching licenses. In other words, the sto-
ry of our first encounter with school is either
the tale of how we betrayed our mothers for a
princess or the rale of how they abandoned us
to a witch.

And the last chapter mirrors the first: the
teacher who took us from our mothers ap-
pears in another guise to take our children
from us later on. The teacher who is a boy's
first crush is also his mother's first rival. Fur-
thermore, in an era when mothers frequently
work outside the home, a teacher with the
benefit of a shorter day and a longer summer
vacation not only spends the best hours of
the day with our children; she spends the
brightest days of the year with her own. I be-
lieve this accounts for much of the disdain for
teachers, particularly in working-class com-
munities like mine. If someone gave me the
power and the money to make one change
that might improve the public perception of
teachers, | would give working parents more
time with their kids. At the very least, that

the guardian angels of its trajectory. Although
schools in a democracy purport to exist for the
creation of “a level playing field,” it does not
take us long to discover that level playing fields
exist mainly to sort out winners from losers.
Unless we came from a large family with par-
ents who went out of their way to play fa-
vorites, school was our first introduction to the
idea of relative merit. It is not an idea with as
much application to the so-called real world as
we might think. Neither are any number of
schoolhouse rigors justified in that name. Cer-
tainly we encounter relative merit in the
world. My work as an adult is evaluated and re-
warded, and I must face the fact that others are
going to be better at it than [ am.

But that oppressive sense of minute grada-
tion, of success not as a mansion of many
rooms burt as a ladder of infinite rungs—where
does that exist but in a classroom, or in the
imagination of the adult who still sits there?
To be a kid again, I must walk to my assigned
place in a room ranked with little desks, each
occupied by a writer my age, or as he was at
my age. And the Updike kid always has his
hand up first, and the teacher can't seem to
get enough of his stories about rabbits, where-
as my poems about turtles always seem to lag
behind in her esteem. “Taking your degree” is
the most precise phrase in all of education:
that is what we take from our first day in
kindergarten, our degree of relative worth. The
educational apple of Adam’s Fall, by which
the first American primer said “we sinnéd all,”
did not give us the knowledge of good and
evil but of good, better, and best, world with-
out end.

Another way in which our teachers took us
out of the Garden was by taking us out of the
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moment. It was in school that the future first
began its incessant bullying of the present and
the past. The watchword was “preparation,”
and, considered only by the criterion of effec-
tive pedagogy, the watchword could hardly be
called progressive. Ask a random sample of par-
ents if and when school began to grow sour for
their kids, and they will usually say “sometime
around fourth or fifth grade”; that is, when
teachers began working with a more intention-
al zeal to “get kids ready for high school,” a
process that might be likened to getting Sir
John Gielgud ready to do a Pepsi commercial.
Diminishment follows diminishment, until we
reach graduate school, where the ability and
|'1 certainly the desire to teach are not only rare
but generally held in contempt. Few can go
that far without developing grave suspicions
about the future—perhaps one reason why so
many people end up stalled in graduate school.
The Serpent promised that we would become
“as gods,” though it seems that what he really
meant is that with the right amount of
training and gumption we could be-

F come as serpents.
or some of us that meant we could be-

come teachers. We could bring the process of

bag or briefcase without conjuring up the im-
age of an immigrant and his duffel bag of
worldly belongings—so full of faith, so free of
cynicism, so ripe for exploitation. And such an
easy target for prejudice.

Occupying a no-man’s-land between the
union hall and the reserved parking space, able
in some cases to take a sabbatical but in many
cases unable to get to a toilet, teachers some-
times find themselves caught in a crossfire of
contradictory resentments. On the one hand,
the public expects teachers to have some of the
same expertise and even some of the same pol-
ish as physicians, though no teacher of my ac-
quaintance has ever had the opportunity of hir-
ing his own nurse in the form of a classroom
aide—assuming he even had one. On the other
hand, those who see teachers as no more than
a highly specialized class of clock-punchers are
prone to ask what truck driver ever had a nine-
week vacation, or what waitress ever had a
pension fund.

[t almost goes without saying that a
teacher’s perceived status will vary with the
status of the perceiver. So to the svelte mom
in the Volvo, Ms. Hart is an air-headed twit
without a creative bone in her body, who
probably had to write crib notes all over her
chubby little hand just to get through Ho-
hum State College with a C. To the burly

If nothing is to be exacted from children by way of
obedience it follows that they will only learn what
they feel to be of actual and present advantage, either be-
cause they like it, or because it is of use to them. Other-
wise, what motive would they have for learning?

— JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1762)

dad in the rusty pickup truck, Ms. Hart is
a book-addled flake without a pracrical
bone in her body but with plenty of good
teeth in her head thanks to a dental plan
that comes out of said dad’s property tax-
es. In Shakespeare’s King Henry VI, a
common rebel known as Dick the Butch-
er says, “The first thing we do, let’s kill all
the lawyers,” but to honor the sentiments
inside as well as outside the palace Ms.
Hart has to die first.
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preparation full circle, like the myth of the
serpent that devours its own tail. That is, ad-
mittedly, a paradoxical image. To be a teacher
in America is to embody any number of seem-
ing contradictions, some peculiar to the pro-
fession and others intrinsic to the nature of
democracy itself.

For one thing, teachers can find themselves
an embarrassing exception to the first article of
their own creed: that education prepares one to
be privileged and prosperous. Of the profes-
sional classes, theirs is probably one of the least
esteemed; it is certainly one of the least paid.
Teaching has traditionally been a port of entry,
the Ellis Island by which the children of blue-
collar workers entered the professional classes.
| seldom see a first-year teacher with her tote
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Of course there are any number of par-

ents, in Volvos, old Fords, and on Harley-
Davidsons, who will see Ms. Hart as an angel.
And of those who see otherwise, might at least
a few be responding to her pedagogical compe-
tence rather than to her professional status?
Undoubtedly so. Teachers probably provide
some of the most and least inspiring examples
we have of human beings in the act of work. A
friend of mine remarked to me recently, “No
one, not even a farmer, works harder than a
hardworking teacher. But there is nothing on
this earth lazier than a lazy teacher.” Having
taught school for a good part of my adult life, I
tend to agree. | wouldn’t say that extremes of
this kind are unique to teachers, however. 1
would propose that the same extremes can be
found in any occupation that shares the follow-
ing characteristics: a notable degree of special-



ized training, a mission to help other human
beings, a duty to help them irrespective of their
ability to pay, and a measure of authority that
comes from all of the above. In short, the ex-
tremes of character and performance that exist
among teachers also exist among doctors and
police. But most of us, even if we grow up to be
invalids or criminals, will have spent more
time with teachers than with either of their
counterparts.

What also sets teachers apart is the milder
consequences of their extremes. Doctors and
cops can kill somebody or save her life; teach-
ers at their worst or best can usually do no
more than to ruin or to improve it. Because the
extremes of benefit and detriment are less, the
mystique may be less also. But because those
extremes do exist and are so noticeable, the
mediocre quality of the mediocre teacher tends
to be noticeable as well. An average guy sel-
dom looks more average than in front of a
classroom.

In a society that touts both “excellence” and
“equality,” teachers are perhaps our best exam-
ple of the complex interplay of those two val-
ues—both in the evaluative nature of their
work and in their own status as workers. We
put them down in the clichés of populist
thetoric and we put them up in the titanium
shrines of space shuttles, but the truth is, taken
as a whole, they're probably more representa-
tive of “ordinary Americans” than any single
occupational group. If I were Arthur Miller, I
would not have made Willy Loman a salesman;
I would have made him a teacher. In the lines
in which Willy calls the Chevrolet “the great-
est car ever built” and then, several pages later,
says, “That goddamn Chevrolet, they ought to
prohibit the manufacture of that car!” I would

have him talking about the Ameri-

Y can public school.
et another way in which the conflicting

currents of our democracy affect our resentment
of teachers has to do with how we conceive of
service, which is not much different from how
Siileyman the Magnificent conceived of service.
In aristocratic societies, service is the butler
who appears when the master pulls the velvet
bell rope. In a society like ours, service is the
desk clerk who's supposed to come running
(with a smile) whenever any tourist slaps the
bell. Our version may be the more “democrat-
ic,” but like the Greeks, whose democracies pre-
ceded our own, we always seem to need a few
slaves in order to feel truly emancipated.

It would be foolish to suggest that teachers
are a kind of slave. It would be equally foolish
to forget that not so long ago they were virtu-
ally a kind of indentured servant. That they

Portrair by Perer Pelham/American Antiquarian Sociery
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have advanced beyond servitude is not always
regarded as a cause for celebration. Add teach-
ers to that list of groups and persons who even-
tually “got so uppity” that they threatened to
diminish the status that came of having them
under our thumbs. Here again | must be care-
ful not to overstate my case. One of my fa-
vorite school stories has to do with a principal
who told a friend of mine that although he un-
derstood his frustration when his son’s teacher
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Democracy in America
(1835-40)
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consistently failed to return his phone calls, he
should understand that “returning calls has
never been Mrs. Van Winkle's strength.”

Still, even when one allows for the madden-
ing imperviousness—and equally maddening
impunity—of certain teachers, one is still
struck from time to time by the popular as-
sumption that public schools, like Third
World bazaars and Atlantic City casinos,
ought to be places where the almighty spender
can throw his weight around like Almighty
God. Whenever one hears that dearly beloved
phrase “local control,” and one hears it in my
corner of New England about once a day, the
accent is usually on control; and the control,
firmly on the teachers. Of course this is also
true beyond the local level, most recently in
proposals to fingerprint teachers in order to
“protect children.” What politician as keen on
protecting his or her career as on protecting
children would ever propose fingerprinting
clergy, orthodontists, or live-in boyfriends?
Not to forget every legislator employing
a page.

For the most part, though, I do not hear
teachers criticized for having slipped their
leashes so much as for having dropped their
halos. “Teachers are not supposed to be in it
for the money; they're supposed to be in it for
the children”—a sentiment that sounds rea-
sonable enough until we remember that even
the most altruistic teachers have been known
to produce children, and that teachers’ chil-
dren have been known to eat. Still, one can
almost hear the aggrieved tones of unrequited
love in the voices of those who wistfully recall
the days “when a teacher was respected” and
wouldn’t have known what to do with any-
thing so crass as a dollar bill, not if you taped
it to her nose.

Once again there’s a contradiction lurking
under the rhetoric, which reveals a cultural
contradiction as well. Teachers are also resent-
ed for their altruism, and one does not have to
look too far for examples of the resentment. I
remember sitting next to a father at Town
Meeting who in his litany of grievances against
teachers closed with this: “They teach kids not
to work.” It was a hardworking man who said
this. What I think he meant was: “They teach
kids that there are other things in life besides
work, that is, besides work done for money.” I
recall another father, also hardworking but
with the added perspective of being a teacher’s
husband, who gave as his explanation for the
bitter controversy surrounding a guidance
counselor at his school: “I think people resent
her goodness.”

It was a remark that struck home, in part be-
cause home for me is a hardscrabble place

Portrait @ Hulton Archive



where many people have led very hard lives. In
their eyes, teachers make children unfit to live
in a world where survival belongs to the tough-
est. Special education, cooperative learning,
second chances—even art and music—are
“fine for some,” but what have such things to
do with real life as these people have known it?
And if all this coddling is indeed valuable, does
that mean that a hard life is
not! I'm told there's a Sicil-
ian proverb that says, “It’s a
foolish man who educates
his children so they can de-
spise him.” It’s a foolish man
who doesn't see that fear at
the root of nearly everything

we might call

P reactionary.
eople are said to hate

change, even though in our
society political change, at
least, is supposed to come
about by the will of the
people. I imagine that for
many of them hating teach-
ers comes down to the same
thing. Whenever our society
changes, or wishes to
change, or pretends that it
wishes to change, schools
and teachers are enlisted in
the cause. If we decide that
cyberspace is the place to go,
we start by sending the sec-
ond grade. If we come to fear
that morality is going to hell in a handbasket,
we draw up a curriculum of “values-based” edu-
cation. No teacher can hear the phrase
“launching a new initiative” without knowing
that the launching pad is going to be located
on top of his desk.

If we oppose a given change, we may be in-
clined to disdain the teacher who carries it for-
ward, though in many cases this amounts to
hearing bad news and killing the messenger.
Qur chagrin can come not only from the
change itself but from the sense of having to
subsidize our own obsolescence. We shall never
require a sign outside a school building that
reads YOUR TAX DOLLARS AT WORK; people feel
them at work, no less than the workings of
their own bowels, which is why, in times of un-
settling social change and political insecurity,
citizens will sometimes descend with merciless
indignation on a school budget. The first thing
we do, let’s kill all the special programs. I have
even heard people say, “It’s the one thing left
that I have some control over.”

But schools have not only been placed in
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the vanguard of change; they have in many
ways been used to contain and minimize
change. So if, for instance, we want to contin-
ue to practice de facto racial segregation, we
can pretend otherwise by busing children be-
tween racially homogeneous schools. If we are
content to see the gap between rich and poor
grow wider every year, but wish to seem more

“compassionate,” we can try to establish some
semblance of equity in the funding of public
education. Ostensibly, our guiding principle
here is that the first step in changing society for
the better is changing schools.

That is a fairly sound guiding principle—
provided that the furst step doesn’t wind up be-
ing the only step. Schools can indeed be better
places than the communities that sustain them,
but never much better, and never better for
long. In the end, we can only change the world
by changing the world. When something hap-
pens in a schoolyard to remind us of this, some-
thing awful and sad, we lash out at “the teach-
ers” and “the schools.” They were supposed to
be making the world a better place, or ar least

maintaining the illusion that we

P wanted them to.
ublic schools embody our democratic prin-

ciples and contradictions better than any oth-
er institution we know. In schools we behold
our own spitting image as a people who value
equality but crave excellence, who live for the
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reach these difficulties and per-
plexities, but they solve them-

selves when we leav msttrutmn; :

and address individuals.. .. I ad-
v:se tcm:hers o chensh mother-.

_ ahn']:: contmband wx_t fam:y ing—

ination, thought. ... Nobody shall

without permission, but if a boy:

 runs from his bench, or a girl, be-

cause the fire falls, or o (:heck
some injury that a little dastard is

inflicting behind his desk on some

helpless sufferer, take away the
medal from the head of the class

-andgrvertmﬂmmstammthebm
 rescuer. Ifachild happens to show

chat he knows any factabout as-

tronomy, or plants, or birds, or

rocks, or history, that interests

_him and you, hush all the classes

and encourage him to tell it so
that all may hear, Then you have
made your school-rmm like the
world. -

‘-RALPH WALDO EMERSON
“Fducation”
- (circa1840)
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moment but bet on the future, who espouse al-
truism but esteem self-reliance, who sincerely
believe in change but just as sincerely doubt
that change will do them any good. Whether
we call these contradictions schizophrenia or
creative tension, beauty or ugliness, will de-
pend on the eye of the beholder. Public-school
teachers themselves are no less an embodi-
ment of the same contradictions, just as in the
broadest sense all teachers embody the sub-
jects that they teach. At least the more memo-
rable ones do. Think of it sometime: lean Mr.
Silverstein didn’t teach you math; he was
math, fleshed ourt in its angular glory. All of
this is to say that the best teaching is incarna-
tional. Teaching is the word—the music, the
formula, and even the Constitution of the
United States—made flesh and dwelling
among us.

The forty-odd years that [ have spent in
school are not unlike the forty-eight years I
have spent in my body, a mix of pain and plea-
sure in which the pain has perhaps been more
intense but the pleasure more constant, more
influential, and, in some way | can’t entirely
explain, more true. At some level it was most
fitting that my mother sent me off to school
that morning, and every morning, by handing
me my lunch, as if to say that the part of me
that learns is one with the part that eats, even
if on certain mornings it was also one with the
part that pukes. In contrast, the daydream of
the boy I was at six, playing among the tomb-
stones when he ought to have been at school,
amounts to a wish for disembodiment. It is the
vision of a gnostic heaven, in which the eman-
cipated spirits of the elect rise from the compli-
cations of the flesh, not in a new body but in
no body at all.

The same can be said for many of the pres-
ent initiatives ro diminish radically the scope
of public education in America, if not to abol-
ish it altogether. The utopian school, the cy-
ber-school, the voucher-subsidized school, the
school of “school choice,” all reduce to a fan-
tasy of social and political transcendence—an
attempt to sidestep the contradictions of
democracy, the cruel jokes of genetics, the
crueler jokes of class, and the darker side of di-
versity. If we can but find the right gnosis, you
see, the secret path to educational enlighten-
ment, we shall at last be able to shed the blem-
ished, prickly skin of the body politic and live
as unencumbered spirits with harps and cor-
nets or whichever golden instrument best ac-
companies the appropriate lifestyle choice. It
may sound like a return to Eden, like the
miraculous reversal of some irreversible fall,
but make no mistake; it is the equivalent of a
wish for death. m
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