
Perspectives from the Profs Mary Anne Raywid 

President 

The Present Plight Society of Professors of Educatioll 

A candid look at the predica­
ment of ,the education professor 
seems as good a place to start as any 
for a column of ... by ... for­
suth folk. Here, the concern is not 
so much the state of the art as the 
state. of the artists. This hardly 
makes for the cheeriest of begin­
nings, but perhaps it can serve con­
structively as the basis for more 
positive things to come. 

Even ·the most optimistic aca­
demician must concede ours is _a 
time of sore challenge to edu­
cation~not just to teacher educa­
tion, but to all formal education. 
Not surprisingly, then, "pessimism 
is predominant" among faculties, as 
a recent headline.- put it, and the 
gloom is cross-disciplinary, with 
virtuaHy no specialties exempt. 

In addition to such shared 
woes, however, teacher education 
has troublE?s all its own. Political 
realities contribute substantially to 
our troubles. The edncalion pro­
fessor is without a constituency and 
a power base in an increasingly 
politicized context. That context is 
dominated within education by 
dvvindling enrollments and teacher 
demand, and outside it by a general 
economic slow-down. It remains to 
be seen what will happen in in­
dividual universities if "financial 
exigency" seems to recommend 
excessing education faculties. 

Neither the politics nor the eco­
n(lrnics of such a-contingency would 
augur well for U$---··even were we 
held in much higher esteem by our 
liberal arts colleagues. It seems 
highly improbable that a strong de­
fense for education professors will 
emerge from' an organization or bar­
gaining agent. representing- all of an 
institution's facuIty. 
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If the political realities of the in­
stitution are less than reassuring, 
our situation within the education 
profession is hardly more so. One 
component after another has dem­
onstrated its disregard for the edu·· 
cation professoriate. P~rhaps the 
clearest declaration has come from 
teacher organizations that have 
sought to move inservice education 
for teachers off the campus and -into 
local centers, and to shift control 
from professors to the teachers 
themselves. 

Teacher organizations <'Ire not 
the only professional agencies ven­
turing in this direction. For exam­
ple, the National Diffusion Net­
work, a U.S. Office of Education 
project, enables teachers in vali­
dated programs to conducl trClining 
sessions for .other teachers. In addi­
tion, the Network provides training 
in teacher education itself; teachers 
are- trained to teach other teachers 
how to conduct Network programs. 
Yet, the Network excludes educi1-
lion professors; they are ineligible to 
participate. 

Moreover, added to _ such po­
litical isolation is the well-known 
image problem, Even the most 
toughskinned among us has to be 
aware of the negative vie-ws of 
undergraduates in teacher edu­
cation. And the hope of eventual 
vindication, through the graduate's 
retrospective understanding and ap­
preciation, typically goes un­
realized. Teachers, as Fred L. Pigge 
tells us elsewhere in this journal, do 
not perceive teacher education as 
the source of knowledge they most 
need and LISE'. Ultimately, the 
problem is more funrbrnental. As 
Dan Lortie has reported, they don't 
attribute their successes to the 

knowledge and expertise they 
possess. IncIeed, "good days" are 
chalked up to chance, the good 
fortune of inexpl-icable citcum­
stances. Thus, outs is not only a 
failure to provide what tc-achers 
think they need; "ve fail even _to 
convince _them that good teaching is 
related to professiOlial knowledge. 

There seems little to cheer 
about the position of the education 
professor. This is one reason we 
think a regular coluron is necessary. 

. The "we" in this cast' is the Society 
of Professors of Education, and our 
column is scheduled for regular pub­
lication in the jouTnal of Teacher 
Educat-ioll, The journal- needs the 
systemJ.tic input of teacher ed­
ucation's largcsf, most directly 
concerned profe"ssional constituen-­
cy, the professoriate .. 

It is by no means clear that we 
can substantially alter present cir­
cumstances. But vvc can attempt 
three things: 1. extending to pro­
fessors of education the so1ace of 
others in the same boat; 2. some 
vital consciousness-raising, i.e. 
awareness that unless we 'get our act 
together,' others will do it for us, or 
'\Ive may suddenly find our act has 

. been replaced; and 3. offering some 
suggestions for enhancing that act. 

In columns to come, Vle will 
~ackle reJated topics, questions, and 
matters of shared- concern, If you 
have a question to propose fllr treat­
ment, or an author to recomIllcnd, 
please contact: Mary Anne Rayv\.'id, 
president, Society of Professors of 
Education, Hofstra University," 
Hempstead, NY 11550. 
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One of the recurring problems 
with which professors of education 
must deal is the jibes and challenges 
of the "Defenders of the Language," 
whose typical charge. is, "jargqn.'.' 
Educationists arc not" the- only peo­
ple on the re~eiving end of such a 
charge; it is also familiar to those 
involved in other human services. 
Significantly, it is limited to those 
trafficking in the yield of the social 
sciences, however, and not the natu­
ral sciences. When practitioners of 
the latter employ terms that sound 
like either gibberish or Greek, they 
are often generously credited with 
the latter. It is just assumed that 
they command esoteric fare; we, on 
the other hand, are charged with 
talking nonsense~and with deliber­
ately trying to conceal and mystify 
it at that! 

Of an the charges-true, false, 
and maybe-leveled at education 
professors, this is among the most 
insidious. The reason is that it is 
antiinteIiectual-and inimical to the 
very sorts of high standards the 
critic presumably seeks . .In unmask­
ing educationi·st discourse as mere 
jargon instead of. esoteriC knowl­
edge, the i)urist seems actually to be 
impeding the pursuit of such knowl­
edge. Sihe is thus contributing far 
more substantially to the problem 
(to the extent that there be one) than 
to its solution! 

This is not to deny that educa­
tors speak a language of their own. 
Indeed they do; and it is very much 
a part of their specialized knowl­
edge. These words become a way 
first to select out certain qualities, 
events-, and phenomena for atten­
tion; and they expedite·communica-

. tion via shorthand references to par­
. ticular combinations of these. To 
cite a familiar example, when an 
educationist talks about a meanitig­
fuI learning experience, slhe is not 
just spouting jargon, but distin­
guishing out of all the events and 
phenomena of a given time and 
place, a particular set. i\10rever, a 

substantial list of things is being 
asserted about what is going on­
C.g., the words learning experience 
suggest that it is, or it is meant to be, 
an episode from which learning re­
sults. The term meaningful is not 
superfluous but does a specific job: 
it adds that it is likely to be or was 
(depending on temporal perspec­
tive) a successful exercise in learn­
ing-which not aU· learning experi­
ences proffered by teachers can 
claim. To qualify as meaningful in 
advance--in other words, well cal­
culated to succeed-a number of 
conditions must be met,- ordinarily 

-including learner comprehension, 
interest, motivation, capacity, and 
likely retention. 

. If it sounds like an awkward list 
to -summarize and transmit, that is 

. exactly why a term was brought 
into service to do 50. VoiIa.-rnean­
ingful leaming experience. Thus, 
when, educationists invoke- the term, 
it is not Inerely jargon or vacuous 
talk, but a quick way to communi­
cate some information of particular 
professional concern to them. 

Coming to understand and use 
specialized terminology correctly is. 

~ a considerable part of professional 
preparation and socialization. Nov­
ices would be well advised to ignore 
the suggestion that they reject the 
jargon and continue their previous 
speech patterns unsullied. The rea­
son is quite fundamental:- language 
surnrnarizes concepts. It we- do not 
have the language, it is difficult, at 
best, to summon the ideas for which 
they stand. (Some would even say it 
is impossible to have such ideas.) 
Without a term to' reprcs.ent a par­
ticular collection of 3ttributes and 
qualities, we are cnndernned to con­
sciously and tediously asseI'nble 
the-m anew each time we want to 
consider or communicate them. The 
professional who is told to "speak in 
plain English" is being pushed to­
ward ineffeciency and minimal com­
prehension at best. Those who do 
not have the language are unlikely 

to have the. concepts either--save at 
the most tcntative and introductory 
of levels. 

The difference between jargon 
and validterminology is an interest~ 
ing one. To call something jargon, 
of course, is a put-down~·a sugges­
tion that it is an affected or decep­
tive ,vay to talk about the common­
place and familiar. Yet new terms, 
of coursel represent new knowl­
edge-when they stand for distinc­
timls previously undrawn Qr classes 

.of things previously unassembled. 
Presum3bly the language purists 
would have welcomed the distinc­
tion between infer and irnpiy, since 
it does mark a difference, and one 
that can assume importance. More­
over, when stientists were- able to 
talk about a stratosphere that was 
distinct from an ionosphere, We 
asslimed sin1ply that they were re­
porting new information that was 
genuine and important. 

Why, then, when educationists 
mark a difference between needs 
and felf needs is it taken to be jar" 
gon? More than one educational 
system has foundered on the inabil­
ity to note the difference! 

It is undoubtedly true that the 
language of the educationist, like all 
specialized vocabularies, blinds him 
or her to some other things-be­
cause that is the very nature of con­
cepts, to focus our awareness in 
some directions while thus, inevita­
bly, channeling it away from others. 

As Kenneth Burke has noted, a 
way of seeing is always also a way 
of not seeing. In the case which con­
cerns us, it would appear that the 
jargon-hunters have blinded them­
selves to the achievement and the 
value~ which specialized terminol­
ogy represents. It may not be jar­
gon but the recording and summon­
ing of significant knowledge that 
they are self-righteously assaulting. 

Mary Ann£> Raywid is professor of edu­
cational foundations, Hofstra Utliver­
sity, HempstGad, N. Y. 
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