
Faulty Replacements

Here I was, yet again, on my way to yet another non-optional, fully obligatory pre-
scripted curriculum training.  Argued to be a professional development capable of adding a 
miraculous effect to inner-city teaching, this particular assembly had been mandated for not only 
the literacy teachers employed inside my school, but for an impressive collection of school-
scoringly bad educators positioned across our district’s lowest-income buildings. 

Two years earlier, the abruptly legislated “benevolence” of a no-excuses NCLB had 
forced me, along with a schoolful of my peers, out of the much-loved teaching positions we had 
held at Central High – that very large and very old neighborhood school where, in modern days 
bursting with reform, old-fashioned highly-experienced teachers like me (school-score-labeled, 
now, as being the basal cause of any and all low-income student problems) were no longer 
welcomed.  At this latest top-down-mandated gathering, I was allowed only to observe from a 
carefully-instated distance as a group of recently hired and unmistakably young teachers 
encircled the Central High training table...far across the room. 

Okay.  I tried my best.  
But, oh my.  
My stomach churned as I watched these youthfully energetic and theoretically better 

replacements.  I watched as they laughed, talked, played with ubiquitous cellphones and fiddled 
with omnipresent laptops – all while studiously ignoring, as was the wont of impatiently self-
assured young people, the tedious training lecture of the day.

My body physically hurt to be so helplessly excluded.  Not only excluded?  But forced to 
view, and accept, from a judiciously established distance, this vigorous display of youthful 
disregard for not only the day’s training, but for those of us who had been so recently discarded, 
inflexibly pushed out, and abrasively, thoughtlessly and painfully replaced.  

However, no.  I didn’t hate them. 
Or dislike them, or wish them ill, or even blame them. 
Their only crime was their youth, which, in and of itself in the old-school teacher supply 

system, was no crime.  In point of fact, our nation’s long-standing structure of public education 
had always depended upon, and been energized by, the annual addition of greenhorn educators.  
Although I knew that these initiates had been invasively hired to take the place of loyally 
hardworking, long-term teachers like me – logically?  It made no sense to place onto their 
optimistic young shoulders the weight and consequence of our nation’s abrasive intentions. 

In truth?  
Over the years I had had sufficient conversations with novice, program-trained and 

precipitously employed good teachers hired as part of the low-income test-score solution to 
know that – not only could I not dislike them?  

I couldn’t even envy them.  
What I could feel, and did, was a deep frustration for them.  
More specifically; more poignantly?  
I felt afraid for them.  Afraid for them, for our schools and, most heartbreakingly, afraid 

for the truest victims of this devastating low-income-school solution: the real-life low-income 
students who, so unforgivably, never had any say in this nationally led – and chaotically 
disinterested – modern-day economist’s game.*

“It just doesn’t make any sense,” one visibly overwhelmed educator in her second year of 
teaching confided movingly.  “My god, they fired all of the veterans, and now they expect us to 



know what to do?   How are we supposed to know how to address our school’s problems?  We 
don’t even know what they are.  

“And god,” she whispered, glancing around surreptitiously.  “They’re always finding 
fault.  They never, ever stop evaluating us; they never, ever leave us alone.”

At an adjoining table, a slight young woman – an implausibly young, dominant-culture 
novice who, after having completed a weeks-long non-university “conditionally licensed” 
teacher training program, had been hired to fulfill a two-year commitment inside her ninety-
eight-percent-non-dominant-culture inner-city school – noted that, along with other teachers in 
her building?  

She had been working harder, putting in more effort and spending longer hours at her job 
than any educator she had had ever observed inside her own only lately attended and affluently 
high-scoring suburban high school.

“It’s crazy,” she pointed out. “We work ten times harder than teachers in rich schools.  
But it doesn’t matter; no matter how hard we work?  They won’t back off.  	
 “How,” she 
kept repeating her question, “are we supposed to do this job?  Between what the kids need, what 
the district demands, what administrators expect, and what a hundred coaches keep telling us to 
do, there isn’t even any logical plan.  They want us to do magic, but we can’t.  It just ends up?” 
she concluded:

 “That we can never make anyone happy.”

*Even as, for those who now labor to put an end to a state-statute-protected public educator tenure, it has become 
useful to publish sound-bites where a particularly disgruntled student complains about her school’s overwhelming 
supply of incompetent teachers (and, oh, here I would beg you: please, please, please, go ahead.  Walk directly into 
that singularly unhappy student’s school and take a look around.  See if it is true that teacher after teacher, as this 
student would have it, is simply sitting there, off to the side, lazily refusing to engage) – well, somehow, the much, 
much larger number of angry, frustrated, and even crying students who, year after year, beg their school districts to 
stop firing their much-loved educators?  Remains doggedly unheard.


