
The Business Of Oxymorons

Pushed into attendance at yet another low-level, all-teacher-mandatory, reform-funded 
training, along with other teachers seated around my table, I followed directives to share my 
instructional strategies.  As, in turn, each educator took a little time to detail her or his personally 
vetted practices, it was hard to miss the fact that a recently hired barely-out-of-college 
“specialist” included at our table diligently scribed each teacher’s words.

“Have you noticed?” a teaching peer observed during the coffee break. 
“These days it feels as if we exist in the middle of some sort of bizarre oxymoron.  What 

a contradiction to label days like this as teacher developments.  We sit here,” she continued, 
“doing all of the work alongside these inexperienced so-called “experts” – barely trained 
outsiders they keep hiring in some nonsensical way to fix us.  We keep telling them everything 
we know about teaching, and then watch as they write it all down to then turn around and present 
our words to the district as their own ideas about what we might need to be taught at the next 
mandatory training which we will all be forced to attend.  

“It’s like we’re stuck in this never-endingly insane circle.  Who’s being used – and who, 
actually, is being developed? 

“Also,” she threw in as an afterthought after glancing around our very large and 
expensively-hired conference hall whose audience consisted of more than one third well-paid 
non-teachers.  “Is anybody out there paying attention?  How much does all of this pretending at a 
teacher development cost?”

Under the enticingly deregulated economics of a competitive school reformation, as an 
expanding number of the entrepreneurial middle-class-to-wealthy kept jumping up to board the 
lucratively funded educational wagon – professing loudly to know what, exactly, low-income 
students needed even as, with a growing anxiety, they pushed to attain an even yet more 
impressive helping of that suddenly dispersed governmental and/or philanthropic financing – the 
world of public education had indeed entered into the surreal, dreamlike realm of a conflictingly 
oxymoronic reality.  

Somewhere along the way, as our nation had followed compliantly along, we had been 
ushered across a threshold and into an especially razzle-dazzle, smoke-screen-protected world.  
A world where an intentionally never-ending movement camouflaged a storm of contradictory 
(and astoundingly costly) experiences; experiences much like the publicly promoted and hugely 
expensive idea of an endlessly required professional development.  Although, in theory, the 
words sounded useful; perhaps even benevolently helpful – what they actually described?

 Translated into nothing more than a relentless string of non-differentiated, insipidly 
fuzzy, and vaguely understood meetings.  

Meetings, meetings, meetings. 
And then?  
As a way to solve the problem of having garnered minimal results from the latest rash of 

“non-negotiably” commanded meetings?  
More meetings.* 
Meetings everlastingly and ineffectually administrated by a procession of defensively 

inexperienced – but highly paid and powerfully titled – “experts;” experts who, knowing little 
about true-life instructional strategies themselves, forced educators to listen to, read about, and 
repeatedly discuss lowest level and easiest understood academic proposals.  



Recycled, recurring proposals; reprocessed, replicated methods; cyclically re-issued 
strategies, policies, and protocols; a rebounding succession of presentations built around 
practices which college-trained, long-term-experienced educators generally understood, but that 
abruptly deployed non-education-experienced novice hires did not.  Due to an I-never-attended-
education-classes/I-taught-only-three-months-yet-surely-know-everything-I-need-to-know 
inexperience, professional development leaders repeatedly presumed that the inflexible, 
elementary-level concepts which they offered?  

Were actually revolutionary, school-changing hypotheses.†
So, over and over.  
And then, one more time, over again.  
Bending a little this way, or maybe a little that, lavishly expensive and ruthlessly forced 

professional “development” meetings re-taught, re-vamped and re-discovered lowest-level 
academic and disciplinary strategies.  

Strategies which, more often than not?  
Refused any actual, true-life recognition of the authentic needs attached to low-income 

and/or culturally-different students.  
Strategies which would, however?
Most likely garner positive results when applied inside economically stable and heavily 

dominant-culture schools.  The kind of schools that the so many modern-day middle-class-to-
wealthy self-aggrandizing educational “experts” had attended themselves – and thus understood.

*Humorously entitled the M&M Syndrome, this ia a phenomenon which recognizes the modern-day tendency to 
hire an overabundance of corporate-style “managers” – managers who then validate their salaries by commanding an 
employee attendance at a never-ending lineup of officially necessary but minimally productive “meetings.”

†How many times have I been told, for example, that if I just had my junior and senior students write their names 
onto popsicle sticks and then put these same sticks into a jar to randomly pull out a stick/name to be called upon for 
an unexpected response – oh, surely in doing so, I could change the world.  (And thus ineffectually ignore the fact 
that, as the teacher who interacts with these students daily, I know exactly which student is new to my class, has 
been absent for a week, has limited English skills, is hearing impaired, has special needs, or is so shy that he or she 
will be tongue-tied if forced to answer in public.)


