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Optimists and Realists
David J. Klooster and 
Patricia Bloem

Teachers are optimists. We think 
things will get better: Students will 
learn. New ideas will brighten 
our world. Better textbooks will 
help students enjoy learning. Im-
proving schools will help society 
change and grow. We will become 
better at what we do.

Teachers are also realists. Our 
experiences in the classroom, in 
the teachers’ lounge, and in our 
communities tell us that some 
people never change, that some 
kids never learn, that each pro-
gram to “improve” the schools or 
the curriculum also has the po-
tential to make things worse, and 
that changing our own practice is 
harder than it looks. 

In this column in the issues 
ahead, we hope to explore with 
you the ways thoughtful teach-
ers negotiate between the pull of 
our optimism and the push of the 
realities in which we work. We 
want to examine new trends in 
the field of education as well as
the abiding, enduring, old-fash-
ioned satisfactions of the teaching 
life that educators have known 
since ancient times. 

We know that teachers’ opti-
mism is justified because we have
seen and heard the differences 
teachers make in students’ lives. 
As parents, we’ve witnessed the 
effectiveness of good teachers in 
our sons’ lives. As teachers our-
selves, we’ve been gratified when
our students thank us for mak-
ing a difference, or when we see 
them succeed at higher levels of 
education and in their jobs. And 

we know through research that 
good teaching matters. Richard 
Allington (2002), president of the 
International Reading Associa-
tion (2005-2006), notes, “For too 
long, efforts in improving school 
effectiveness have been focused 
everywhere but on the classroom 
teacher. Schools have hired spe-
cialist teachers; purchased new 
curriculum materials; added so-
cial workers; created discipline, 
attendance and homework poli-
cies; attempted to entice parental 
involvement; and mandated more 
and more testing” (pp. 67–68).

But what really makes a dif-
ference in improving schools, Al-
lington argues, is improving the 
quality of teaching in the class-
room. In research that addresses 
inequalities in Mexican students’ 
literacy, Fernando Reimers of the 
Harvard Graduate School of Edu-
cation reiterates “good teaching 
matters” (Da Silva, 2003). In fact, 
Reimers claims, “good teaching 

matters more than differences in 
home experiences.” Teachers who 
truly believe that their students 
can learn and who have the peda-
gogical skill and the classroom 
resources to support that belief, 
are able to achieve high results in 
the learning of their students.

We’ve been fortunate in our ca-
reers to teach in a variety of schools 
and universities on three conti-
nents, and we have been honored 
to work with teachers in workshop 
settings in a half-dozen countries. 
In all these places, we have ob-
served and worked beside teachers 
who balance their optimism, their 
commitment to progress, with 
their awareness that their work is 
bounded by real forces they can 
only partly control. In Argentina, 
we taught beside teachers who 
worked to create new internation-
al opportunities for their students 
by teaching the skills of language 
and critical thinking that would 
allow students to flourish in new
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settings. In Slovakia and the Czech 
Republic, we worked with univer-
sity students and with classroom 
teachers finding their way through
the excitements and confusions of 
newly open societies in the 1990s 
and the early years of the new 
century. In Guatemala, Armenia, 
and elsewhere, we have worked 
beside and been inspired by teach-
ers who are so deeply committed 
to their students and to their work 
that they overcome material and 
economic difficulties that would
overwhelm less dedicated teachers. 
Our lives and our classrooms have 
been immeasurably enriched by 
what we have learned from teach-
ers in all these places.

From these colleagues and from 
others, we have learned several 
core lessons: First, a teacher’s op-
timistic commitment to the intel-
lectual and social growth of the 
students entrusted to her care can 
overcome nearly any challenge 
set in her way. We have been 
inspired by seeing professional 
teachers in difficult settings—with
far too many students in a crowd-
ed classroom, or with far too little 
heat on a winter’s day, or with too 
many hours to teach and too little 
pay. We’ve known teachers who 
go to work month after month 
without a paycheck, because their 
students need them, and because 
their country asks them to work 
for a better future. An attitude of 
hope, of passion for ideas, and of 
commitment to the profession of 
teaching helps teachers in many 
places to overcome the difficulties
they face. We’ve learned not to 
complain about minor inconven-
iences, and instead to concentrate 
on the core of our vocation: bring-

ing the minds of our students into 
contact with new ideas and new 
skills that will allow them to live 
fuller, richer lives.

Second, a teacher’s work takes 
on enhanced meaning and ur-
gency when she recognizes that 
she works not only for the per-
sonal development of individual 
students but also for the develop-
ment of a better society. In our 
North American context, the 
dominant view of teaching has 
emphasized the personal devel-
opment of students, but we have 
learned from teachers in other set-
tings to value equally the develop-
ment of better societies through 
the preparation in school of a 
new generation of citizens. Our 
students leave the classrooms to 
become our doctors and lawyers 
and politicians and business lead-
ers. They become the teachers of 
our own children. And they be-
come our neighbors. Whether we 
teach language or literature or 
law, or physics or psychology or 
political science, we are always 
teaching our fellow citizens, the 
generation who will next come to 
power in our countries. Especially 
in countries facing rapid politi-
cal and economic change, teach-
ers recognize an urgent need for 
citizens with new skills and fresh 
attitudes, and they know that the 
lessons students learn in class-
rooms will very quickly be applied 
in the laboratory of real life.

Third, both these personal 
and cultural changes for which 
a teacher works must be under-
stood in their real contexts of limi-
tation, challenge, and resistance. 
That is, while a teacher is working 
for a certain set of changes in her 

students and in her society, other 
forces within the culture are work-
ing in opposing directions, and it 
is to the teacher’s and students’ 
advantage to understand these op-
posing forces. For example, many 
of us work daily in the classroom 
to promote clear language as well 
as cogent arguments and respon-
sible debate and discussion with 
others. But our students witness 
political and commercial uses of 
language that seek to conceal and 
to deceive—and they see that these 
distortions of language and logic 
often are successful in increasing 
the power and wealth of politi-
cians and corporations. Or lessons 
about environmental responsibil-
ity taught in the classroom are 
quickly seen by students to be con-
tradicted by the habits of people in 
the community and the practices 
of people in power. Good teach-
ers recognize that their students 
will perceive these dissonances be-
tween the classroom and the world 
beyond the classroom, and they 
will suggest ways students might 
respond to these challenges.

Finally, we know that a teach-
er’s commitment to change be-
gins with the determination and 
discipline to change herself. We 
saw a bumper sticker on a car 
the other day: Change the way 
you see, not the way you look. 
Superficial changes are easy—we
can change a lesson plan as easily 
as we can change a coat or a hair 
color. Deeper changes are more 
difficult. It is difficult to change
our relationships with students. 
It is challenging to change the 
purposes for which we teach, or 
our habits of presenting informa-
tion or responding to students’ 
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work. Yet, if we hope to make deep 
and long-lasting changes in our 
students and in our societies, we 
must be willing to change fun-
damental habits and practices in 
our daily life in the classroom. 
That is no easy matter.

In the months ahead, we will 
explore topics in this column that 
help us understand the ways teach-
ers, students, classrooms, and cul-
tures change. As we’ve worked 
with and listened to teachers in 
various settings, we have come to 
understand the need for a theory 
of change, a way of conceptual-
izing and trying to negotiate the 
multitude of changes in which we 
live and work. In particular, we 
expect to examine these ideas in 
future columns: 

Teacher Change: How, over the 
course of a career, do teachers 
adapt their role, their identity, 
and their classroom practices to 
the changing contexts of their 
work, the emerging awareness of 
best practices from other settings, 
and the changing needs of their 
students? How do teachers find
and maintain the inspiration to 
change themselves, their knowl-
edge of their discipline, and their 
role in the classroom? 

Student Development: As we 
become more fully aware of the 
changing conditions of our stu-
dents’ lives, how do we work to 
integrate the lessons we teach in 
school with their holistic develop-
ment as intellectual, emotional, 
social, political, and spiritual 
human beings? 

The Changing Classroom: In 
the past decade, teachers in many 
cultures have identified “teaching
for democracy” as a goal. Increas-

ingly, we know that preparing stu-
dents for democratic life means 
not just teaching about democracy 
as a political system, but also cre-
ating democratic experiences and 
practices within the classroom. 
How can our lives with students 
in classrooms become more dem-
ocratic? How can human rela-
tionships within the classroom 
help to prepare students for the 
demands of democratic life they 
will assume as school graduates? 
How can we create classroom cul-
ture that encourages discovery of 
opportunities, deliberation about 
the best outcomes for the group, 
responsible individual actions, 
and the uses of information and 
communication of ideas that ad-
vance democratic purposes? 

School and Society: What 
changes in our societies do we 
seek to contribute to through our 
work as teachers? What social and 
cultural changes work against us? 
How does social change affect our 
work in schools? How do changes 
beyond the borders of our own 
countries influence our work?

We believe it is essential for 
teachers to be optimistic. Teach-
ers are at their best when they 
walk into the classroom each day 
in a hopeful frame of mind—open 
to new ideas, willing to change 
themselves, optimistic that even 
the most difficult students will
learn new things, confident that
their society will be well served by 
the work of schools. We believe 
this optimism can be maintained 
throughout a career when teach-
ers are also realists, when they 
have their eyes open to the diffi-
culties they face from the culture 
in and around the school. If we 

ignore the forces that challenge 
us, we will be overwhelmed. If we 
confront these forces with knowl-
edge and effective strategies to 
counteract them, we and our stu-
dents can prosper.

In the months ahead, we will be 
offering some of our own emerg-
ing answers to these questions, 
and we will report on the most 
promising trends we see in the 
professional literature. Because 
we have learned so much from 
the teachers we’ve worked with in 
various places, we are also eager 
to learn from our readers in Think-
ing Classroom/Peremena, and we 
welcome your responses, feedback, 
objections, and agreements. 
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