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The Importance of Teaching

We are all in favour of education, but
we tend to take for granted the people
who provide it. If our society cares about
the future, it will resume giving teachers
the support and credit they deserve ...

[] Teaching is one of those things, like editing a
newspaper or managing a baseball team, that
everybody thinks he or she can do better than the
experts. Everybody has taught something to
somebody at one time or another, after all. We begin
our amateur teaching careers as children by
imposing our superior knowledge on our younger
siblings and playmates. As students, we pass
judgment among our peers on this or that teacher’s
capabilities. As adults, those of us who do not teach
professionally stand ever ready to criticize those
who do.

An educator himself, Bergen Evans once struck
back at people who presume that any fool could be
a teacher. Commenting on George Bernard Shaw’s
aphorism, "He who can does. He who cannot
teaches," Evans wrote: "The common inference
from this much-quoted statement, that the teacher
is a sort of failure in the world of action, greatly
comforts anti-intellectuals. But almost to a man
successful men of action (all of whom think they
could be teachers if they turned aside to it) have
proved failures as teachers." He did not document
his information, but it rings true.

In any case, Shaw’s quip does not stand up to
logic. Teachers can do something, and do do
something; they teach. Like any other professional
activity, teaching requires a cultivated ability. To
be done exceptionally well, it also requires a special
talent and a sense of vocation. There are "born
teachers" just as there are "born statesmen" or
"born musicians."

Practised diligently by men and women of talent,
teaching is as much of an art as Shaw’s metier of

play-writing. The trouble from the teacher’s point
of view is that there are a lot more teachers than
playwrights or men of action like generals or
financiers. Education is one of our nation’s biggest
industries. Because of the sheer number of those
who teach in schools, colleges and universities, they
have become part of the landscape. Like the familiar
features of a landscape, they tend to be overlooked.

Still, there are probably many more great
teachers labouring among the crowd than there are
great authors or actors basking in the spotlight.
They could be found anywhere in the educational
system from a graduate to a country school.
Teaching, as measured by its results, does not lend
itself to a division between the big and the bush
leagues. Those results come in the form of the
quality of the people it shapes.

Unlike sports, politics, entertainment, the arts
or the law, teaching does not give rise to "stars."
Nobody ever got a Nobel Prize for teaching
achievements. True, many academics have come in
for high honours, but always for something other
than their work in the classroom -- a book, an
economic treatise, a ground-breaking scientific
experiment.

School teachers, as opposed to university
professors, are particularly under-recognized. Who
is to say that a woman conducting a kindergarten
class may not be contributing as much to society
than the most degree-laden university president?
Given the evidence that our very first brush with
education leaves a permanent stamp on our
characters, that teacher could be molding a future
Abraham Lincoln or a Madame Curie. More likely,




