
Professor Stories are excerpted from a book-length manuscript by Burton Blatt, dean of education at Syracuse University, 
nd associate editor of this journal. The stories are based in experience and typically represent a blending of various 
eople, situations, and events. Each is "true," though Professor Blatt assures us that no individual is recognizable. Rather 
e may all find some truth in each story as we all have dealt with the world of professors. Here, placed in the journal as 
n introduction to the series, future stories will be filler, occupying space which otherwise would have been left 
lank—quite a gift for which 1 thank my colleague, Burton Blatt!—CMS 
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by Burton Blatt, EdD 

Once upon a time, there was a university which valued its scholarship more than its reputation, sold its ideas more than 
its products, celebrated its learners more than its degree recipients, and treasured its books more than its libraries. It 

vim- called the University of Scholarly Deeds. Stories about such a place and others about entirely different colleges and 
universities comprise the Professor Stories. Does it really matter what actually happened or what was imagined?—BB 

THE NOBLEST AND SECOND OLDEST 

PROFESSION 


Teaching is not only the noblest profession—it's the profes
sion that all other professions {hut one) use to transmit their 
traditions and to discover new ideas and methods. Hence, a 
school that educates teachers should be among the most 
respected places on a university's campus. And furthermore, 
a school of education should remember its primacy and 
should act, if not as if all truths start there, at least as if some 
important truths begin their wide dissemination through the 
legions of teachers it sends forth. But such is not the case. 
Our schools of education enjoy little more respect on campus 
than athletic departments. And sadly, within most schools of 
education themselves, there is little self-respect. Schools of 
education seem to respect more what they can give their 
students—certificates to teach—than what they can do for 
their students—teach them. 

Once upon a time, Center City decided it was big enough 
and important enough to have its own teacher training institu
tion. And so Superintendent of Schools. Bernard Ford, was 
asked to assume the additional responsibility of creating just 
such a school. Being a mail of many talents, not the least 
being his uncommon good sense, Mr. Ford began the enter
prise modestly by inviting those he considered his best teach
ers to meet at his home every Saturday afternoon for discus
sions on pedagogy. After a year of worthwhile meetings, Mr. 
Ford petitioned the city fathers to assign one of its properties 
for this effort. As luck would have it, the city had just recently 
taken over the old Hammond estate for back taxes. And so the 
Center City Normal School was born. Bernard Ford served in 
the dual role of school superintendent and principal of the 
Normal School for five years, and as principal alone for 

almost 20 years more. When he retired at the age of 72, the 
Center City Normal School was one of the best and most 
highly respected colleges in the state. Of course, graduates of 
the Normal School received no bachelor's degrees or any 
other degrees. But at the end of two years, they were well 
trained and dedicated grammar school teachers. Of course, 
they knew and everyone else knew that they were not educated 
in the same manner that university graduates were then 
educated. But they had certain important skills that were 
valued in that community, as elsewhere, and that merited high 
praise from everyone, from professors and university students 
themselves who had once been school pupils and who knew 
that without the solid grounding they received in grammar 
school they would not now be on Mt. Olympus studying 
among the exalted few, being taught by education's royalty. 

The years passed, the wars came, the country was democra
tized in unheard of ways. Universal education was not only 
the right of all children and adolescents but also of all adults 
too. First hundreds of thousands and then millions of teachers 
were needed to serve the schools, then the universities, then 
new kinds of colleges such as the state teachers' colleges 
(which became state universities) and the community colleges 
(which did for the technical fields What normal schools once 
did for the field of education). And while the normal schools 
died a slow death and the state teachers' college inevitably 
went too, and while even the state college seemed to be fading 
away, schools of education were created and multiplied and 
multiplied again. So today virtually every private and state 
university has its own school of education. And, of course, 
most of those schools award not merely bachelor's degrees 
but also master's degrees and doctor's degrees and certificates 
to engage in every type of professional job in the schools. But 
today teachers don't seem to be as proud of their degrees as 
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their grandmothers were of their normal school certificates. 
And today the public doesn't seem to have as much confi
dence in its primary teachers as it once had generations ago. 

Of course, we tend to romanticize the past, and there is no 
doubt that those normal school graduates were not as well 
educated as they might have been or should have been. But 
what seems to be troubling so many people today is the doubt 
that our university graduates are better educated than their 
professional forebears, and if they are, whether the difference 
is worth all the fuss that has been generated to "upgrade" 
teacher education in America. There are even those who think 
that things might have been just as good had the normal 
schools been left alone to train the elementary teachers and 
had the universities been persuaded to take on responsibility 
for the secondary teachers. Of course, such an idea discounts 
the enormous growth of elementary and secondary education 
and the resultant need for more teachers than the normal 
schools could have trained. And also, such an idea assaults 
the most popular ideas of our generation: credentialism, 
degrees, prestige, and professionalism. 

One knows that it is good to be educated. And one knows 
that everyone has the right to a free education. And one knows 
that, all things being equal, it is better to have gone to a 
university than to have been left behind. But now that so 
much has been achieved in the name of full educational 
opportunities for everyone, why does it seem that Bernard 
Ford and Center City had a good idea that somehow got 
steamrolled into a monstrosity? And why will it seem to many 
people who read this story that, surely, the storyteller is a 
Nineteenth Century reactionary, and probably a bigot to 
boot',' • 

DISEASES AND THEIR TREATMENTS 
Only specialists solve certain problems. But only specialists 
cause them. For example, those interested in teaching chil
dren cannot be approved for such positions unless they have 
taken and passed a specified number and type of courses. On 
one level, such requirements seem reasonable. After all, 
teaching is an extremely important profession—demanding 
tact, good judgment, skill in dealing with people, and skill in 
teaching. On the other hand, many people successfully engage 
in teaching outside of the schools, and these people usually 
don't have teaching certificates and oftentimes don't have 
college educations, in this regard, I am referring to successful 
parents, certain members of the cleigy, and, indeed, people 
from all walks of life who engage in teaching. Yet for the 
purpose of teaching in schools, one must be taught how to 
teach, and only specialists on the faculty of a teacher's 
college can authorize an individual's competence to teach. 

Robert Cutts was a professor of education at one of those 
large Midwestern universities that started out as an agricul
tural school and today has supplanted the original state 
university in power, if not academic prestige. Robert Cutts was 
considered by all to be the fastest rising star in the School of 
Education. Year after year he attracted research dollars, train
ing dollars, and thus outstanding students. He was also 
extremely busy, overcommitted, in great demand, and ever 
vigilant for new opportunities and new ways to be even more 

overcommitted and in even greater demand. There was so 
much coming in that he not only had a staff of secretaries, 
graduate assistants, and junior faculty working under his 
direction but also a full-time administrator with a core of 
bookkeepers and technical staff. And the whole system worked 
for a long time and was amazingly stable. That is, there didn't 
seem to be up-periods and down-periods, the cycles of highs 
and lows that typify the typical research institute. And the 
reason for this stability was that Robert Cutts figured out a 
system for getting support to solve problems that had already 
been dealt with in one of his previous studies. He was always 
one solution ahead of the problem. 

Robert Cutts dropped dead during his 52nd year, still one 
solution ahead of the current problem. Indeed, the last "an
swers" were delivered to the world for nothing. But then 
again, there were those who thought that was what they were 
worth. • 

I TOLD THEM SO 
Many "ordinary" people were surprised when the author of 
Lave Story, Erich Segal, was not awarded tenure at Yale. There 
was even surprise in the academy, because Professor Segal 
had achieved a modicum of academic distinction prior to his 
popular success. To some of his detractors, it wasn't as if he 
didn't belong at Yale but, rather, he did something terribly 
wrong so as to make the people there ashamed of him. For 
much different reasons, the same sort of thing seemed to have 
happened to Henry Kissinger, who was told in no uncertain 
terms by a pride of his former colleagues that he should not 
plan to return to Harvard after completing his work as 
secretary of state. And there were those who predicted that 
even so distinguished a scientist as Carl Sagan of Cornell 
University would get himself into "trouble" because of his 
increasing popularity, which he did. Some trouble, the more 
practical minded concluded. 

The people who run universities—the professors—deny 
that it's the popular fame that irritates them. What they say 
they're against is "unearned" fame. They would remind us 
that Albert Einstein was even more famous than Erich Segal, 
and no academic physicist ever begrudged him his feme. They 
would say that earned fame is welcomed in the academy, but 
that's exactly where, and only where, the academic should 
earn his fame—in the academy. 

We once had an opening in our department for a director of 
our Psychoeducational Clinic. One of our professors was 
pushing hard for us to invite Phillip Martin to interview for 
the position. We were all acquainted with Martin's work, 
which to me didn't seem very distinguished. He'd earned his 
degree at Berkeley about a dozen years earlier, and for the 
most part he kept fairly quiet, publishing an article or two a 
year on various aspects of child evaluation. But because our 
colleague was so anxious for Martin to interview for the 
position, and because Martin's first book recently had been 
published—and because it was a good book on clinical 
teaching—we decided to invite him to "visit" our university. 

Phillip Martin is a very interesting man. He has a dry, 
quiet, self-depreciating sense of humor that made him de
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lightful to have around, and he is bright and, not unimpor
tantly, seems to be a decent human being. That's about all 
anyone could have said about him, which may be quite 
enough pluses on the outside but not enough to get through a 
typical university search committee. Consequently, although 
there was considerable sentiment in favor of supporting Mar
tin's candidacy, 1 was able to rally enough opposition to 
squash it. My reasoning was quite plain: It took Martin a long 
time to get out a book that was good but hardly exceptional, 
and it would probably take him a good deal longer to publish 
a second major work, and we just didn't have the time to wait 
around for people with either such little talent or ambition. 
Sure, he would be an adequate professor, but it appeared as if 
he wasn't going anywhere in particular, and he was now 
supposedly in the prime of his academic life. What would he 
be like in five years, or ten? No, I concluded for our group, 
Phillip Martin would never be heard from again, and we were 
looking for someone who would be known eventually. 

That was the end of that, at least as far as our university 
was concerned. But it wasn't the end of anything for Phillip 
Martin. It was just the beginning! Not a year after his visit to 
us, Phillip Martin's book on self-improvement was published 
by one of the major trade houses. It became the number one 
best-seller on the New York limes list and maintained that 
position for 78 weeks. And Phillip Martin became the number 
one self-improver in the country, maybe in the world. The 
book was known everywhere and to everyone. He was on the 
"Today Show," the "Tonight Show," and all other shows of 
"consequence" to authors. Some of the terms he invented to 
support his theory of human educability later found their ways 
into standard dictionaries. His comments on everything from 
the next presidential election to how to deal with the pollution 
question were quoted in newspapers. He became an interna
tional celebrity, instantly recognized by face as well as by 
name. 

Of course, now a millionaire several times over and much 
too busy to think about a psychoeducational clinic, much less 
to teach about it, Phillip Martin left his university position. 
He never published again in education or psychology, nor did 
he ever have much to say again about such matters. The truth 
is that, since his visit to our university, Phillip Martin never 
again contributed to our field. It's not as if I didn't tell them 
so. In reality, it wasn't at all difficult to figure out that Phillip 
Martin would never be heard from again. • 

THE MAN WHO SPOKE THE TRUTH 
Some people exaggerate everything. To them, the simple truth 
is startling; so from them, it too is startling. Still others speak 
in parables, so nothing is simple. Thomas Pearson always 
spoke plainly, and whatever he said was as truthful as he 
could make it. He was not only plain speaking but also plain 
looking, and if you must know, there was not what one might 
call an excitement about him. Nevertheless, without exaggera
tion, much of what he said was exciting, intriguing, and 
illuminating. 

Tom Pearson was a professor of education at the state 

college. His work mainly concerned him with curriculum 
development in the early grades. He worried about such 
organizations as, for example, the educational toy company— 
Playskool—that would deliberately misspell its own name: 
"How can you trust such a company to manufacture educa
tional materials for our children?" He worried about the many 
people in this affluent society who wake up in the morning 
and jump on rowing machines that go nowhere and bicycles 
that don't move, and then shower, get dressed, each jumping 
again, this time into a different car to transport the driver to 
that good life which is fast being squandered away. He 
worried about a company like General Electric, which claims 
that progress is its most important product, but which manu
facturers electric can openers and electric egg beaters that 
save no time or strength but make people useless. He worried 
about architects who design buildings without windows that 
can be opened or stairwells that can be found. But most of all, 
Tom Pearson worried about the educational hucksters who ply 
their wares at the conventions and symposia, and at the 
colleges themselves, setting up enormous supermarkets where 
one can find virtually anything in the way of books and games 
and exotic gadgetry, almost anything but a good idea and an 
intentional commitment to have technology serve people, free 
people, and not bilk them. Tom Pearson was angry at tech
nology gone wrong, where instead of a way—a method—it's 
become the end, the purpose. And especially in the field of 
education, Tom Pearson spoke out against all such use of 
expensive artillery to kill crab grass. 

On their parts, the "dash and color, and whistles and bells" 
manufacturers plied the professor with invitations to write 
books or teachers' guides for them; or even design their own 
educational whistle or bell. "Since you know so much about 
what's wrong with educational technology, why don't you 
help us create something that's better, that's right?" The 
offers were flattering and tempting. But after more than a few 
disappointments with such companies, Tom Pearson realized 
that one doesn't join the devil to change the devil, but joins 
him merely to join him. And so, he preferred to remain a 
critic, in spite of the adage continually thrown up to hjm, 
"Critics never build anything!" And whenever he did hear 
such criticism, he would remember that society is often 
served by what's torn down. And every once in a while, when 
he "had enough," or when some new educational obscenity 
came on the market, Pearson would remark to one of his 
colleagues who wrote for the hucksters, or to one of the 
hucksters themselves, that so much of what he has seen in the 
name of educational materials and equipment reminded him of 
the seSf-appointed connoisseur of music who thought the 
Mozart Symphony was swell, but the violinists' chairs were 
too far apart. 

It's not terribly intelligent to work on the chairs and ignore 
the music. Of course! Who doesn't know that, if it's to do 
anything worthwhile, technology must help people change. If 
it's to do anything worthwhile, technology must get out of the 
business of manufacturing bigger or louder or more colorful 
bells and whistles. It's not clever to merely spend and 
consume. Who doesn't know that? Who does? • 

Volume 16, Number 2, February 1983 125 


	THE NOBLEST AND SECOND OLDEST PROFESSION
	DISEASES AND THEIR TREATMENTS
	I TOLD THEM SO
	THE MAN WHO SPOKE THE TRUTH

