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The impetus for his research has been the low gradua-
tion rates, test scores, and rankings of American stu-

dents, despite additional investment in schools.  At first, 
Gates said, his Foundation thought that small high 

schools would be the key to improved dropout rates and 

better student performance .  Results showed, however, 
that smaller size was not the answer; the schools in that 

experiment that showed improved student achievement 
were the ones that had focused on improved teaching .  

AFT Convention  

July, 2010, Seattle, WA  

Since the biannual AFT Con-
vention was held in Seattle 

this year, it seemed logical 

that Bill Gates would be a 
speaker.  He made a thought-

ful presentation that focused 
on the research being done 

by the Gates Foundation into 
(1)  what constitutes effective 

teaching  and (2) how effec-
tive teaching can guide a 

school systemôs efforts ñto re-
cruit, evaluate, develop, as-

sign, compensate, and pro-
mote teachers .ò 
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This initial work led him to the conclusion that ñthe single most decisive factor in student 

achievement is excellent teaching.ò 

Gates then gave a personal example to show the difficulty of teaching:  

Teaching is difficult.  Itôs hugely complex.  You have to be able to make a sub-
ject clear ï and also make it interesting.  You have to calm the disruptive kids, 

challenge the advanced kids, humor the bored kids, and reach the kids who 
learn at a different pace.  And youôve got to do it with 30 students in the class-

room ï some of whom might be tough kids who want to see you fail.  

A lot of people ï and Iôm sure this must drive you crazy ï but a lot of people 

whoôve never been in front of a classroom think they could just walk in one day 
and teach a course.  

Thatôs nonsense.  Iôve had one brief, informal experience in teaching that was 
rather humbling.   I tried to teach science to two kids at the same time.  I 

couldnôt do it.  So I taught them one at a time.  I guess thatôs the ultimate in 
class size reduction.  I could make that change because they were my own 

children, and I was trying to supplement their regular courses.  

I enjoyed it.  My students did their homework.  They didnôt disrupt class.  Par-
ent - teacher contact was high.  In other words, conditions were pretty optimal ï 

and still  it was hard.  If you told me I had to teach 30 students, I donôt know 
how Iôd do it.  I have watched great teachers keep thirty students riveted for 

an hour.  That takes dazzling skill.  

Gates commented that these great teachers had basically taught themselves how to 

be effective.  But no one was observing these teachers systematically to see what 
practices worked and which did not, so other teachers did not benefit from what 

these great teachers had discovered. This observation is the basis for the Measures 
of Effective Teaching project  now underway in two districts represented by AFT, in 

Pittsburgh, PA, and in Hillsborough County, Florida, ñto identify what [the great 
teachers] do, and if we find out how to transfer those skills to others ðthen every 

teacher can move closer to the top.  It will elevate the whole profession.ò 

In the second project, the Intensive Partnerships , school districts and teachersô un-

ions partner to find ways to use evaluations designed by teachers in decisions on hir-

ing, evaluating, professional development, assignments, compensation, and promo-
tion.  Pittsburgh and Hillsborough County, Florida, are two of the four Intensive Part-

nership sites.  Gates emphasized the same point that AFT President Randi Weingar-
ten has made: that teachers must be part of the process of designing and imple-

menting these changes.  

Gates praised the AFT for taking the lead in educational reform :  ñNo other union is 

doing what you are to make this happen.ò  He recalled a story told by the late AFT 
President Albert Shanker who had found School Boards much more willing to discuss 

salaries and benefits than to negotiate on proposals made by teachers that would 
benefit students.  Gates urged AFT members to continue in Shankerôs footsteps to 

ñfight to get a voice in matters that affect students.  Decisions about what works and 
what doesnôt should include the people who do the work.ò 

A very few of the delegates to the AFT convention left the hall in protest against what 
they perceived as Gatesô propensity to favor charter schools but, on the whole, the 

delegates were interested in what Gates had to say and reflected on his insights into 

the teaching profession.  
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AFT Convention Calls for U.S. 

Withdrawal from  

Afghanistan  

ñby John Braxton  

The American Federation of Teachers, 

our parent union representing more 

than one million members, took the 

bold step this summer of calling ñfor 

an end to our current open -ended mili-

tary involvement in Afghanistan, with 

a specific timetable for the rapid,  

       Cartoon by AFTôs Mike Konopacki 

orderly, withdrawal of all armed forces and military contractors from Afghanistan, to be-

gin immediatelyò.  In contrast to the debate of 2002, when the   AFT convention dele-

gates overwhelmingly supported President Bushôs ñwar on terrorò,  the 2010 delegates 

declared: ñWhile the war in Afghanistan was begun in response to the murderous terror-

ist attacks of September 11, 2001, it has been pursued for nine years with an unsuc-

cessful military strategy of counterinsurgency that has failed to produce political stabil-

ity, accomplished far too little for economic reconstruction of the country, and led to the 

revival of the Talibanò. 

To the question that was often raised in the past about proposed resolutions against 

U.S. wars ðñWhy is this an issue that concerns a labor union of  education workersòðthe 

resolution stated: ñthe $100 billion to be spent in Afghanistan this year, and the hun-

dreds of billions of dollars required in coming years. . .are desperately needed for urgent 

domestic social purposes, not the least education, health care for all . . . full veterans 

benefits, and the creation of millions of jobs.ò 

Again, in contrast to the debates at AFT conventions in the past that I participated in, 

the question was not so much whether or not to oppose the war, but what language to 

use in opposing the war.   Hardly any delegates spoke in opposition to the resolution, 

which had the support of AFT President Randi Weingarten.   Although there were some 

phrases in the resolution that I would have eliminated, I am very pleased that our union 

has recognized at the highest level that the possibility of adequate funding for education 

is tied to reducing the spending for wars that do not make us more secure at 

home.   The complete resolution is available at www.uslaboragainstwar.org .   (Click on 

ñLabor Resolutionsò and ñNational Labor Bodiesò.) 
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John Braxton outside of the Convention Floor ðPhoto by Ruth Baker  

This change in the AFT position is due to many factors, including new AFT  leadership at the 

national level.   Another definite force for change has been the existence of an organized 

group of AFT members who belong to US Labor Against the War.   Of the more than 190 affili-

ates in USLAW nationally, AFT affiliates are the most numerous ðranging from our own rela-

tively small local to large higher education locals of the United University Professionals (of the 

State University of NY) and the Professional Staff Congress (of the City University of 

NY).   USLAW continues to survive despite the fact that many unions, including our own, are 

unable to give it adequate financial support due to pressing local needs.   Members who would 

like to help support this progressive organization that is building links between the peace 

movement and the labor movement can make a donation or become associate members of 

USLAW by going to www.uslaboragainstwar.org  and clicking on ñSupport USLAW.ò 

The Debate on Teacher Evaluation,  AFT Convention  

ñby Evan Seymour  

As reports of the film ñWaiting for Supermanò make clear, teachers, particularly unionized 
teachers, are taking much of the blame for the supposed failure of American schools, K -12 

and college alike.  (ñSupposedò failure?  See Nicholas Lemann in the September 27, 2010 
New Yorker  for a skeptical view of the claim that American schools are failing.)  The recent 

firing of 200 or so Washington DC public school teachers based on those teachersô studentsô 
low test scores (along with the subsequent electoral loss of the DC mayor who backed those 

firings) has made such blame manifest.  

Given media support for the blaming and the firing, one would not guess that in fact for sev-

eral decades teacher unions, especially the AFT, have pushed for rigorous teacher evaluation, 
including evaluation that leads to non - retention of ineffective teachers.  Instead, the  
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