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WHAT IF…
 K–12 Education Reform 

Efforts Focused on Making 
Teaching Jobs More Doable? 

Lubar Center exchanges bring attention to improving teaching quality. 
BY ALAN J. BORSUK 

T
aylor Thompson was concerned how things would 
go in her first year as a first-grade teacher in a public 
elementary school in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. And, in fact, 
she found teaching during that 2024–2025 school year to 

be hard work. “Each day is not rainbows and singing and dancing,” 
she said. But Thompson ended the school year feeling positive. 

The reasons for Thompson’s experience speak to crucial needs in American education that get too 
little attention, at least in the public discourse: Improving what goes on in classrooms. Making teaching 
more doable and sustainable. Increasing teamwork among teachers. Turning the focus of education 

 . . .
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policy toward classrooms and away from large-scale reforms 
that have so often brought disappointing results. Better 
training. Better classroom materials. Effective steps to improve 
learning environments in classrooms. Easing the burdens of 
bureaucratic requirements. 

A year ago (fall 2024), the Marquette Lawyer magazine 
offered an essay by me on how broad, top-down education 
reforms of many kinds had not brought substantially better 
outcomes for students or closed the gaps in education success. 
The problems of a generation ago remain much the same 
today. And the magazine included reaction essays by six 
education experts. 

Among the thoughts in the responses that lingered with  
me was this statement by Robert Pondiscio: “Sustainable 
improvement in education requires a focus on practical, 
everyday realities of teaching and learning, coupled with 
policies that support and enhance these practices rather than 
simply mandate them.” Toward the end of his reaction essay, 
Pondiscio, a senior fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, 
sharpened it into a question: “What if, instead of exclusively 
pulling policy levers, we redirected the reform movement’s 
energy and enthusiasm toward improving classroom practice?” 

So—what if? Trying to answer that question sparked an 
in-person forum convened by Marquette Law School and 
the Marquette College of Education. On May 8, 2025, at the 
Law School’s Lubar Center, educators, experts, policymakers, 
philanthropists, and interested citizens participated in a 
program considering what might help teachers be more 
successful in their classrooms. 

BETTER CLASSROOM CULTURES, 
BETTER OUTCOMES 

Thompson, the Oshkosh teacher, was part of a panel 
discussion. She made important points then and also in an 
earlier appearance before the Oshkosh Area School District 
board about her first year of teaching: 

• “I fully expected to be way overwhelmed, especially by 
literacy and all the moving pieces with that,” Thompson 
told the school board on April 23, 2025. It has happened 
to so many teachers in widely varied circumstances. The 
work can just be too much. It’s a key to why so many 
teachers leave the job early in their careers. But it didn’t 
happen for Thompson. What helped? 

• She had high-quality teaching tools. Oshkosh, a district 
some 75 miles northwest of Milwaukee with about 9,000 
students, is among a growing number of school districts 
around the country moving toward wider use of prepared 
curriculum and lesson plans. Core Knowledge Language 
Arts was the program Oshkosh implemented in several 
schools. CKLA, as it is often called, doesn’t give teachers 
scripted lessons for what to teach, but it does give lesson 

plans that greatly ease the time-consuming demand of 
developing lesson plans. “CKLA has actually given me 
a clear, structured path that supports my teaching and 
my students’ learning,” Thompson said. “That structure 
has allowed me to focus on how we are teaching things, 
rather than spending hours worrying and figuring out 
what we are teaching.” She said she loved seeing how 
much her students took to literacy lessons and how they 
developed as readers. 

• She was part of a team. Thompson was paired with a 
co-teacher in working with first graders. Teachers often 
feel isolated and unsupported when they work solo. 
Even without a co-teacher, teachers can be organized to 
make the work more of a team effort. Teaching can be 
unmanageable, Thompson said, but “it’s not if you are a 
collaborative person and you work with your peers and 
you have a community of a school and co-workers and 
principals who don’t allow you to silo into your own 
room and do your own thing.” She added, “If you’re able 
to use your teacher craft, it’s not impossible.” 

This was music to the ears of Pondiscio. In keynote 
remarks at the Lubar Center conference, he said, “Improving 
students’ outcomes depends on improving what happens 
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inside classrooms, where teachers and students meet every 
day. Yet for decades, reform efforts have rested, at least tacitly, 
on the assumptions that schools already know what to do and 
only need to be held accountable for doing it.” 

And such assumptions, Pondiscio said, are simply not 
true. In fact, “[t]eachers often lack the training, support, and 
evidence-based tools, most specifically curriculum, to deliver 
effective instruction.” 

In his estimation, too much emphasis has been placed on 
finding high-quality teachers, when the emphasis should be 
placed “not on teacher quality but on quality teaching, by 
making this a job doable by the teachers we have, not the 
teachers we wish we had.” Noting that the United States has 
about 3.7 million teachers, Pondiscio said that it is unrealistic 
to expect them all to be, as he put it, “saints and superstars.” 
The large majority are people who want to be good teachers 
but who would benefit from more help in making their work 
successful. 

Teachers are often asked to do too much, as Pondiscio 
sees it. Instruction, he argued, often is undermined by all 
the other things teachers are asked to do: They have become 
frontline social workers, nurses, and personal and family 
therapists. They often help provide children with clothing or 
other basic necessities. They deal with too many bureaucratic 
requirements and get too little support, and they’ve been 
under pressure of many kinds from many politicians, 
administrators, parents, and others. “Why are we asking 
schools and teachers to take on this burden,” he asked, “when 
they’re already failing at their primary responsibility?” 

SIGNS NATIONWIDE OF MORE HELP 
FOR TEACHERS 

It’s not coming in a giant wave, but there is momentum 
around the country to do more to help teachers. Louisiana 
has launched an initiative called “Let Teachers Teach,” which 
offers ideas that have at least some appeal across the divisions 
in education-policy advocacy. Nationwide, there appears to 
be increasing use of “high-quality instructional materials,” the 
education-jargon term for curricula and lesson plans that both are 
effective and ease the demands on teachers related to preparing 
for each school day. And many states have adopted policies 
aimed at leading more students to be proficient readers. 

If such steps are effective, they could pay off in increased 
student success in school more broadly and better engagement 
and behavior in classrooms. Support is building across the 
political spectrum—including among teachers—for reducing 
and even eliminating student access to smartphones and social 
media during the school day, particularly during class time. 
And the near-crisis-level problems in some school systems 
with attracting and retaining teachers appear generally to have 
leveled off and, in some areas, eased. 

Changing the realities of teaching isn’t easy. There is much 
inertia in school systems, the lives of kids outside of the 
classroom often aren’t conducive to engagement in learning, 
financial realities impose major limits, and, too often, public 
opinion doesn’t really treat educational success as a priority. 
The list of reasons to be doubtful about improving the 
circumstances surrounding teachers is long. We’ll expand on 
this later in the essay. 

INCREASING QUALITY WHILE EASING 
THE WORKLOAD? 

Some experts, such as Pondiscio, advocate for more use of 
prepared curricula and lesson plans. Not everyone agrees. For 
one thing, the “high quality” aspect is crucial. Some curricula 
are not as conducive to success as others. For another, many 
teachers resist being told how to teach and say that flexibility 
and individualization in working with students are crucial. 

Pondiscio, a former teacher who previously worked for the 
Core Knowledge Foundation, a leading provider of curriculum 
material, said at the May 2025 program in the Law School that 
a teacher who spends 10, 20, or more hours a week on lesson 
plans should think that that is time when “I’m not giving 
feedback to student work, developing relationships with my 
students, studying their work, or learning the material myself 
so I can more effectively communicate it.” 

 “Somebody else can write the curriculum,” he said. 
“Something’s got to come off the teacher’s plate. And the most 
obvious thing to me is curriculum.” 

Core Knowledge is a major player in the “high-quality 
instructional materials” world. Based on the work of 
E. D. Hirsch, Jr., whose books on what people should know 
have been bestsellers in the past, it offers a range of curricula. 
In Wisconsin, for example, Core Knowledge Language Arts is 
one of the reading curricula recommended by a state advisory 
committee on early literacy. CKLA has been the most popular 
choice of Wisconsin school districts during the accelerating 
movement to use “science of reading” instruction, which is 
best known for its emphasis on teaching students to sound out 
letters in learning how to read. 

Beth Battle Anderson, president and CEO of the Core 
Knowledge Foundation, based in Charlottesville, Va., said in an 
interview that teachers benefit from letting go of the idea that 
“I can do everything myself.” Anderson has a different view: 
“We need [teachers] to focus on how to teach and not on what 
to teach.” While high-quality instructional materials can’t solve 
all issues, she said, they can “empower teachers to empower 
students.” 

Anderson said that use of such materials is on the rise 
nationwide, with encouragement from groups such as 
the Council of Chief State School Officers, the national 
organization of state school superintendents. Use of CKLA 
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has grown to about five million students nationwide, she said. 
Core Knowledge has been criticized in the past for focusing 
too much on content rooted in white, European cultures, but it 
has changed to include a wider array of cultures and content 
that more students can relate to, Anderson said. 

THE DIFFICULTY OF MAKING CHANGES 
IN CLASSROOM REALITIES 

But even with momentum around curriculum such as CKLA, 
Anderson stated, “It’s really, really hard to affect classroom 
practice.” 

Broadly speaking, educators—including Pondiscio—say 
that serious progress in improving the education environment 
in most classrooms requires more than better curriculum 
materials. Rashida Evans is a consulting partner with TNTP, an 
education consulting and research group formerly known as 
The New Teacher Project, which works with school districts 
nationwide. She says high-quality instructional materials can 
be “a godsend” for teachers, especially new ones. 

But that’s not enough, as Evans sees it. There needs to be 
“a change management process” to improve many aspects 
of classroom life in many schools, she said, including strong 
school leadership, teacher training, and effective ways of 
dealing with the issues students have. Evans, a former teacher 
and principal, who is based in Milwaukee, said, “The more we 
can clear the noise that distracts from instruction, the more 
successful we can make the job.” 

During the Law School program, I said to Pondiscio that 
a big reason teachers end up taking on so many roles going 
beyond academics is simply that teachers are the ones who 
work every day with the students—and so many kids have 
so many needs. “If we’re going to make a big difference in 
academic outcomes,” Pondiscio responded, “we have to ask 
those schools to do less.” Who will do the other things? 
“I don’t know what the answer is, but I know what the answer 
is not. It’s not asking Miss Jones to do it,” he said. “This is 
about making teaching easier and doable.” 

The answer is indeed unclear at best. Especially since 
the COVID pandemic period, many states and schools have 
expanded their programs dealing with children’s nonacademic 
needs, including mental health. But the availability of such 
help falls far short of what will be required if the demands on 
teachers are to be meaningfully reduced. 

MONEY, MONEY, MONEY 
That points to a big issue hanging over efforts to shift 

the burdens on teachers: Money. Even as there have been 
widespread increases in school budgets, better classroom 
culture often comes only from the presence of more adults in 
classrooms and in a school as a whole—more teachers’ aides, 
more specialty teachers for art or music or physical education, 

more tutors, more counselors. But in some schools, such as 
those in the Milwaukee Public Schools system, class sizes 
are often large—an issue that can be not just expensive but 
complex to improve. Financial and other constraints on those 
fronts mean that classroom teachers face big demands. 

An additional recent factor: Although the future is unclear, 
dramatic changes in federal spending during the new, second 
administration of President Donald Trump may lead to less 
money coming from the federal government to schools. And 
on state and local levels, there is widespread pressure to hold 
down taxes. For one bottom line or “big picture” view, it seems 
unlikely that there will be substantial increases in the number 
of adults in most schools. 

BEHAVIOR AND SPECIAL EDUCATION 
CHALLENGES 

Teachers often say that if something effective could be 
done about a handful of students—sometimes even just 
one—in a classroom, the atmosphere in class would be much 
better, followed by improvement in the learning by the rest 
of the students. Some kids have chronic behavior problems, 
and many teachers and school leaders struggle to respond 
effectively. 

For an additional—and often separate—matter, there 
has been a trend for years to include more students with 
special education needs in general classrooms, a trend that 
is supported by federal law and beneficial for many kids. 
But teachers often say that it has meant some children in 
mainstreamed classrooms who shouldn’t be there. 

In all these instances, the problems that result can be 
long-term and difficult. Some school systems are aiming to 
do more to deal with students who are tough (or impossible) 
to manage. Houston has received national attention for a 
program that demands more success from students as a whole 
while pulling some students out of classes and assigning them 
to alternative programs, with the intention of giving those 
students help getting on track and the rest of the students 
better classroom experiences. 

STRONG PRINCIPALS AND GOOD 
LEADERS—OR NOT 

Pay and benefits are factors in the high rates of teachers 
who leave their jobs, often after short careers. But low job 
satisfaction and burnout are big reasons for quitting, and 
experts often have pointed to teachers’ dissatisfaction with 
support from above—principals or other supervisors—as 
a problem. Conversely, working for a good principal can 
keep teachers at a school and can build job satisfaction and 
teamwork among them. Evans, of TNTP, said consistency and 
clarity in running a school are important to teachers’ success. 
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Louisiana’s “Let Teachers Teach” Plan 
Strikes a Chord 
L ouisiana as a leader in education improvement? The idea 

would have drawn guffaws for many years. The state had 
some of the weakest K–12 education records in the United 

States. But in the last several years, Louisiana has been part 
of what some have called a Southern educational surge that 
includes Mississippi, Alabama, and Tennessee. Those states have 
launched reforms in teaching and curriculum, and they have 
seen improvement in test scores that outpace almost every other 
state (although that moves them into the middle of the pack, 
not to the top). Louisiana is the only state in the nation where 
fourth-grade reading scores released in 2024 were better than 
the scores prior to the COVID pandemic. 

One recent initiative attracting attention to Louisiana is a set 
of goals called “Let Teachers Teach.” In 2024, a 30-person work 
group, which included teachers and school administrators, 
issued 18 policy ideas. Cade Brumley, the Louisiana education 
superintendent, has backed the proposals, including some 
that have been particularly popular with teachers. “Teachers 
want to be working for acceptable leaders, teachers want to 
have their voices heard, teachers want to have environments 
where they’re free to teach without distraction and students 
are free to learn,” Brumley said during a webinar hosted by the 
American Enterprise Institute on August 8, 2024. 

A FEW OF THE POLICY IDEAS IN THE LOUISIANA 
TEACHING PLAN: 

Limit cell phone use. “This was probably the number-one 
item . . . from the teachers on the work group,” Brumley said. 

Address chronic absenteeism. Nationwide, absenteeism 
increased during the pandemic and has remained higher 
than before 2020. Some schools, which have put particular 
effort into connecting with kids who aren’t coming to school 
regularly, have had more success, but absenteeism remains a 
big issue. Kids can’t learn from a curriculum if they’re not in 
school and, more broadly, if they’re not engaged. 

Ensure ample time for classroom preparation. Brumley 
said he got enthusiastic applause from a convention of 7,000 
Louisiana educators when he promoted this. The plan from the 
task force said much of the time given to professional learning 
does not allow teachers to do what they really need, which is 
to focus on getting ready to teach. 

Place ungovernable students at alternative sites for 
behavior support. Finding alternatives for such students is a 
tough challenge for many schools. It often involves complex 
special education questions and financial costs. Brumley said 
the number of students who need to be put in alternative 
situations is actually small but that doing this can make 
learning for the rest of a class much better. 

Support mental health challenges through trained 
professionals. “We need to stop forcing teachers to be mental 
health therapists,” Brumley said. “Teachers are not trained 
for this.” Louisiana’s “Let Teachers Teach” plan makes this 
statement: “Asking teachers to fill this role places teachers 
in difficult situations. Further, it distracts from the important 
academic work for which they’re trained and hired to perform. 
An increased amount of legislation requires teachers to 
perform mental health duties, and it’s becoming an undue 
burden on the profession and a disservice to students.” 

Abolish antiquated lesson-plan requirements. The task 
force called for using high-quality curricula that give teachers 
lesson plans while still affording to the teachers decision-
making options of how to teach. 

Pay teachers for additional nonacademic work. This does 
not apply to grading papers and similar duties, but it does 
apply to providing staffing at school events such as sports 
competitions. Many schools nationwide have systems for 
paying teachers for such duties, but some do not, including 
Louisiana districts. Brumley said there has been resistance to 
the idea from some school systems because of the financial 
impact. But advocates say that such steps are needed to make 
the jobs of teachers more manageable. 

Give effective teachers more professional autonomy in 
their classrooms. The Louisiana plan says, “Teachers with an 
evaluation rating of proficient or higher should be allowed 
to internalize lessons within their curriculum and plan to 
use those materials to meet the individualized needs of their 
students.” 

Brumley said, “Whether it’s burdensome training or 
disruptive student behavior, we must ‘have the backs’ of 
teachers so they are empowered to succeed every single day.”
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“There’s no way around it,” she said. “Too 
many schools are chaotic places. . . . It’s the 
chaos that is wearing out students, wearing 
out teachers, wearing out principals.” 

One key to being a successful principal— 
and to building a good teaching staff—is 
setting a constructive tone for what conduct 
is allowed and not allowed in school. This 
includes both promoting positive steps 
that can build the atmosphere or spirit in a 
school atmosphere and fostering consistency 
in dealing with behavior problems. 

During a panel discussion at the May 8 
event, Maggy Olson, director of equity and 
instruction for schools in the Milwaukee 
suburb of Greendale, emphasized the 
importance of principals. She suggested that 
they help teachers by providing support, 
instructional materials, and leadership to 
boost teachers’ effectiveness. “Teachers 
don’t fail,” Olson said. “Principals fail.” 
She said that one of her own roles as an 
administrator is to be an umbrella protecting 
teachers from factors such as community 
pressures that could distract them. 

TRAINING AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

Preparing teachers for success in the 
classroom and giving them the tools they 
need are commonsense ideas. But for years, teachers in large 
numbers have said that they learned much of what they need 
to know to do their jobs while on the job, not in college or 
other training programs. That especially applies to ways to 
manage a classroom, despite a trend toward giving teachers 
better training, including more time practice teaching. At least 
anecdotally, professional development sessions that almost 
every school has in the course of school years don’t seem to 
be the solution. Large gatherings of teachers for one day of 
training are especially unpopular among many teachers, who 
often say such sessions provide little practical help. Advocacy 
for different approaches to on-the-job training, often focused 
close to classroom life and involving small groups of teachers 
with similar situations, is growing. 

And then there are those big changes coming from above. 
At the Marquette conference this past May, Sarah Almy, chief 
of external affairs for the National Council on Teacher Quality, 
said, “So often, district and states are pushing things down 
to the classroom in this sort of one-off, piecemeal fashion— 
like ‘here’s the policy on science of reading,’ ‘here’s the 
policy on social emotional learning,’ ‘here’s the new policy on 
culturally responsive education’—and leaving it to the teachers 

or sometimes the principals to do all the sense-
making around ‘how does this all fit together?’” 
She said this often means that things don’t change 
“because the classroom door closes, and the 
teacher does whatever the teacher’s going to do.”

Almy said there is a big need to connect 
anything done involving recruiting, hiring, 
retaining, and developing teachers to actual 
instruction. “A huge opportunity, which is a 
huge area of focus for us at the National Council 
on Teacher Quality, is that we need to stop 
putting all of the onus on training teachers on 
the districts and we need to ensure that we’re 
holding our teacher prep programs to really 
high expectations.” 

BROADER CULTURAL 
INFLUENCES 

And then there are all the elements of 
students’ lives beyond the classroom—and 
sometimes in the classroom. Smartphones and 
social media have been the focus of attention 
nationwide. Many states and school districts 
have tightened rules on allowing phones in 
school, and especially in classrooms. Bans and 
restrictions are popular across the political 
spectrum and especially among teachers. The 
Marquette Law School Poll found in June that, 
among Wisconsin registered voters, 69 percent 
strongly supported banning cell phones during 

class time and an additional 20 percent somewhat favored it. 
As for banning phones during the entire school day, 
37 percent strongly supported this, and another 35 percent 
somewhat supported it. 

But the screen-time issue goes well beyond what happens 
in school. The social lives, interests, attitudes, and self-
conceptions of millions of kids are shaped by the huge 
amounts of screen time in their lives—often with negative 
effects on school-based learning. Can anything, including 
phone bans in schools, reduce or improve the influence 
of technology on kids’ lives and values? That’s a tough but 
important question. 

Then you have the changing dynamics of family lives across 
the nation and across social economic levels—looser family 
ties, less constructive family bonding and social development. 
The general entertainment culture around most kids, with 
such strong themes of violence and sexualized conduct, is 
another worry. Not to mention political and social climates that 
are long on polarization and hostility and short on sweeter-
character development. What’s a teacher to do? It’s a huge 
question—and one that better lesson plans and even better 
teaching strategies struggle to overcome. 



Cynthia Ellwood, a Marquette 
University College of Education 
faculty member, said at the May 
2025 program, “It’s not just a matter 
of going out there and finding the 
perfect material. I don’t think it 
boils down to a single approach 
to curriculum” or other factors. 
She urged educators to take an 
optimistic approach to what they 
can accomplish. “We must know that 
every single one of our students is 
capable of high intellectual thought, 
that they are capable of seeing 
themselves as intellectuals,” she said. 
“What we’re doing right now is not 
building pathways so that every child 
is offered this incredible challenging 
curriculum and the appropriate 
supports that make it possible for 
them to succeed.” 

Almy, from the National Council 
on Teacher Quality, said, “Nothing can 
happen in a silo. . . . You can’t do just 
one thing to make things better, but 
there is hope overall.” And realizing the 
hope will require educators to connect 
together a lot of pieces. 

Kanika Burks, chief schools officer 
for the Howard Fuller Collegiate 
Academy, a Milwaukee charter 
school, told the audience in the Law 
School’s Lubar Center that teachers 
need to understand their students— 
and to tell the students that they see 
them, they love them, and they want 
the best for them. “They deserve us to 
do all those great things,” Burks said. 
“If we do anything else, we are not 
being responsible adults.” 

Thompson, the Oshkosh teacher, 
is certainly accurate in saying every 
day is not rainbows and singing and 
dancing. But can’t more days be 
more successful for more teachers 
and students? There are paths to 
make things better, especially if 
enough educators, leaders, and entire 
communities got behind the old 
phrase from Star Trek: Make it so. 

Principals Can Play Big 
Roles in Teacher Success 
SUGGESTIONS FROM FORMER MARQUETTE EDUCATION DEAN BILL HENK 

While pay and benefits matter, the research 
is clear that many teachers who quit their 
jobs cite low job satisfaction. And many of 

them attribute this in particular to a perceived lack 
of support from principals and supervisors. 

So it makes sense that Bill Henk, dean emeritus 
of the Marquette University College of Education, 
would emphasize the role of these administrators. 
After attending the Lubar Center conference 
discussed in the main story, Henk responded to a 
request from the Marquette Lawyer for his thoughts 
on making teachers more successful. Henk, 
education dean from 2004 to 2020, created a list 
of things that principals and supervisors can do to 
make classroom work more manageable. 

Here are some of Dean Henk’s suggestions: 
•  Most importantly, trust teachers and listen 

to them. 
•  Ask teachers directly what can be done to 

make their work more efficient, especially 
ways to reduce non-instructional duties such 
as hallway, lunch, recess, and bus duty. 

•  Encourage teamwork by providing 
opportunities for teachers to collaborate, 
share resources, and learn from each other 
through meetings, mentoring programs, and 
online opportunities. 

•  Adopt an open-door policy that encourages 
teachers to share their ideas, concerns, and 
suggestions. 

•  Recognize and appreciate teachers’ hard work, 
achievements, and imaginative practices. 

•  Help teachers access available mental health 
resources, counseling services, and workshops 
on topics such as mindfulness and stress 
reduction. 

•  Provide constructive and actionable feedback. 
•  Enforce student discipline and support 

teachers when parental issues arise. 
•  At the start of some days, ask individual 

teachers if there is anything you can do to 
help, and then follow through on requests. 

•  Reduce expectations for lesson-plan 
compliance and submission. 

•  Be honest, transparent, and timely. 
Summarizing the list, Henk said, “When teachers 

feel like ‘I’m not in this alone,’ that makes a world 
of difference.”




