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_ The Lenter for § ) :tiontﬁf;School&%nuhtwo;pEimaéyaﬂ{kﬁxives;——;;-
to develop a scientifi

e of hoW'schools affect their students, and
to use ‘tHis knowledge to"d:Q! ‘better school practices and organization;

The Center works throu jree research programs to achieve its objectives.

- fhe School - Organization Pro . investigates how schaol and classroom organi—‘
zation affects student learigzi‘and other outcomes. Current studies focus on ;

parental involvement,. micro puters, use of time in schools,,cooperative

learning, and other organiz ®hal factors. The Education .and Work Program

. h i

examines the relationship between schooling and students'- 1ater—11fe

occupational and educational success. Current projects include studies of
the competencies required in the workpiate, the sources of training and )
experience that lead to’ employment, college students major field choices, ¢

and employment of urban minority youth." The Delinquency and School Environments

Program researches the problem of criﬁe, violence, vandalism, and disorder 4
in schools and the role that schogls play in delinquency. Oggoing studies
address the need to ‘develop a strong. theory of “delinquent Behavior while
‘examining school effects on delinquency and evaluating delinquency prevention
programs in and outside of schools, ' ) . ' ’ \\\.
_ The Center also supports a Fellowships in Education Research program that y

provides opportunities for talented)young researchers to conduct ‘and publish
;significant research and encourages the participation of women and minorities
in research in education. s
"his report, prepared by the School Orgamiza\}on Program, exatines whether
a h1gh s¢hool curriculum organized around the 'new basics" suggested by the ‘

National Commission on Excellence in Education is likely to'enhanceostudent

achievement.

Jt




ABSTRACT, . . . -

p.
The report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education

was quite criédcal of the performance of Amerigan education. A key //F\

remedy proposed by Jae Commission is the imposition of a new high

school curriculum, orghnized around its Five New Basics. In thig

N

paper we examine whether' the Commission's New Basics are likely to

erihance !evels of cognitive performance, which is the Co.nill{on‘l

’d

central concern. Using data from the ETS Growth .Study, we find that

; .

completion of the cbre‘cgrriculun has sizable effects on len}otuﬁear

test performance, even when prior levels of test performance are

- controlled. We also find-that Eonpleiing the entire core curriculum

enhances test performance beyon& the effects of coursework in a

-partigular outcome area alone. Ilpoft&n&ly,_though,'conpletion qf the

core is effective only if students perform at rélatively high levels
in their coufseé.( We conclude that tﬁq Né;'Basics can be effective in

promotinig generic skills in the verbal and quantitative domains. For
] ' )7‘ . N . ‘

this, thé Commission gets high marks.”'ﬂoﬁever, it also is the case -
that'the Commission has failed to proQide a comprehensive stocktaking

on the condition of American education. TNis is discussed in our

B

concluding comments:- = - : )
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. B CURRICULUM REFORM AND SCHOOL PERFORMANCE:

-

AN EVALUATION OF THE "NEW-BASICS" '

r
b

The reslllence of :education as an issue in the Amerlcan polltlcal and soclal

" agenda-is_ qulte remarkable Although the partlcular themes th command attention

4

E shxft about with changlng c1rcumstances it 'is rare indeed for educatlon to be far

from the, center of the natlonal debate. Durlng the post -Sputnik- fxftles. energles
S

" yere moblhzed to redress presumed fallures of publlc schoéling in the areas of

“gcience_and technology Throughout the sixties and much of the seventxes. equlty
v 4

issues were dom{r;ant The preemlnent concern durlng much of that perlod fas to

guarantee equal educatlonal opportunltles for raclal and ethnic mlnorltles More

",

recently, the focus again has shxfted to questlons of educatlonal quallty, and the

agenda for the eighties very much bears thp Washlngton lmprlnt tultlon tax credlts *"_

. merit pay for teachers and the so-called /'New Basics.”
/ !
. ‘ -/ S T
) / / ' .
_ This last aspect.of «the new agenda is most fully developed in the recent report
/

?

S -
t{ssued by the Secretary‘mf Educatlon s Natlonal Commlsslon on -Excellence in Educatlon

& 'u
Entltled A Nation at Risk: The Imperatlve of Educational Reform (1983),zthe

,Commlsslon"‘s report is both harsh-and blunt in its indictment of the nation's schools.

As “Has been widely :publicized, the Report concludes that our system of education has

a S .
failed to 1mpart the techmcal skllls a‘#knowledge requlred' of the modern era.

Decllmng test scores high levels of both functional and sclentxflc llhteracy. the

prollferatlon of remedial mathematlcs courses at the postsecondary level ‘and modest
c ~

achievements on thf part of the gifted are but some of the symptoms of the malady.

6 '

~
.
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e In the COmmlsslon s Judgment. thlo srtuatlon slgnals a natlonal crlsls. '.n

E Jeopardmng America's position 1n the 1nternatlonal economlc order and presagmg

- .

" ‘inndmerable personal tragedles as youngsters face the future ill- prepared for the

demands that w111 be made of .them. To reverse this slldg into medlocrlty. the Report

calls for mde-ranglng curr1cular reform. the heart of which is embodled in the

Report’'s "Five New Basics™ — ,
. . o .- ! . . - * . @
. ; . . - ,‘»:"

all students seeklng a diploma [should] be required
to lay the foundations in the Five New Basics by taklng
o “he following curriculum during their four years of
ngh school: (a) 4 years of English; (b) 3 years of K
« mathematics; (c) 3 years of science; (d) 3 years of
social studies; and (e) one-half year of computer
- gcience. For the college-bound, 2 years of foreign
language in high school are highly recommended..:”

. *
s .

-The Report advances several additional recommendations, Such as ‘more vigorously

enforclng standards and maklng more. effective use of time, but all these build upon

1
e

~ the New Basics." ) . ) -
) v ., o _ o

¢

In the judgment of thi’s Blue Ribbon panel. then, cur}‘icu]um reform is the most

pressing 1ssue on the educatlon agenda ~'And, the Commission is .hardly ‘alone in
according such importance to the hlgh school currlculum Thls theme is echoed in a
'recent report of the College Board jis part of its Pro.lect EQuallty (1983) and in the -
Carnegie Commission’s much heralded report on secondary e‘ducatlon (Boyer. 1983), to

¢

mention but two examples.
In light of such rare convergence of opinion, a cautionary note probably is in

- order: we slmply do not know whether the Commission's New Basics are likely to work
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’

There is little‘ research altogether on the issue of curricular effectiveness at the

secondary level, and that which is available is not at all clear or consistent in its

implications. Our own studies on high school tracking are illustrative of the
situation. _ . ; . . \
# ‘ . .

4 L]

Early studies of curriculum placement made impressive claims for the curriculum - o

v

variable as a potent intervention (Alexander and McDill 1976 Alexander, Cook and

A
.

McDill. 1978). High school youngsters who enrolled in an academic progran¥ were fo nd\

to fare much better than their non-academic counterparts on'‘numerous criterion
[+

measures, including standardized test performance. goals for the future, and the
likelihood of attending college. What made these differences especially' impressive
was’ that they were observed after adjusting for differences in the kinds of‘students
who enroll in the various tracks. Thgt is, they held up euen after .taking. account of
outcome differences associated with socioeconomic backg’roun_d, with race/ethnicity. and

even with pre-high school levels of test performance.

[ -,

These studies, though, appear to have been overly generous in the importance they

-

accorded to track membership. In a more recent analysis, which is technically

v

su;;erior to the otliers. Alexangier and Cook (1982) found high school tracking to be

largely a conduit for differences in social background, acad¢mic competency and
educational experiences that- predate high school. Hence, track membership per_se

-

appears to have little impact on the sorts of school outcomes of greatest ilierest to

the Commission on Excellence (i.e., test scores). But even this isn’t the entire
1N

story, for yet other researgh mdicates that gecific pattern s of high school

coursework and performance may be quite lmportant for test performance. and much more

)
.

0

.
AR *
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.
( 80 than simply knowing whether youth are registered as academlc track" students .
I (Alexander and Cook, 1982 Pallas and Alexander. 1983). - AR

1Y

_ There thus seems to be good reason to take 'seriously the Commission’s interest ‘in
& : . . t . ) . ’
curriculum reform. The present' analysis, accordingly, seeks to det'ermine wheti.er the

expectations; held for the Commission’s "New Basics” are at all reasonable. We do so .
by comparing the academic accomplishments of students who did in fact pursue a program

of study much like that proposed‘lwzt)he Commis;ion with .those of otherwise similar 7
. r -
~ ‘youngsters whose high school course selection wag less "rigorous.” ' '

J ‘ >~
In assessing the. "New Basics” /we hope to accomplish several objectives. Our_

first .goal is simply to determfne the popularity. of this curriculum among the students
in our samﬁle. whose school exp'eriences characterize an earlier era, the mid to late
sixties. Back, then lts pursult _was not. mandated (in the sense foreseen by the ‘
Commission), and the state of education presumably was better than at present. This
- overview should allow us to judge the appeal (h\gd‘ effectiveness) of the program under
somewhat more.favorable' cfrcumstances. -\ | |

o AN
.Our second' and foremost, igoal is to determine the benefit that might-be realized
through the New Basics for a number of cogmtwe outcomes, mcludmg performance on

L]

the Scholastlc Aptitude Test It comes as no surprise that the substantlal dechne in i

-

'. SAT scores from the early sixties to the present flgure,d vromlnently in the
' Commission's compendmm of dlsquxetlng trends. Thus.-w1th the data oavallab'l.e to us we
?( are able to judge the core curriculum b&'the ‘Commission’s own standards.

v . > ¢
L] »

0 - o
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We a'lso will lcons'ider a ﬁ}l’g;be;' of -3ub'.§idiar;v themes m this context: are thé New
Basics effective only as a "package”, or can comparable benefits be re.alizéd throﬁgh
selective im_plemeﬁtation of their several elements; must -the Conunissi'on.'s schedule be

honored faitilful[v. or is it all;.iost as useful to take, say two :‘)"ears of '.niath and
science . tather than threve; and, fim:lb}.'for.youngstere_:‘\vho have taken the core .
program, how does .perfor'mancé in it a;fect their btest scetes? Whether or not the |

Commission’s New Basics have merit should be revealed in the ‘answers. to these

" questions. - ' : - .

&

'DATA AND PROCEDURES: | - .
The'Grow-t-h\‘_Study Design |
e , ‘ ~

The data we\@y are from the Educational Testing Service's S.afdv of Academic
Prediétioh. and Growth. From 1961 to 1969.;§he Growth Study surveyed and t;asted the.
students from seventeen c'ommun'i.ties: scatt‘;af;‘g throught;ut the United States who 'were
enrolled in either a local high school or an associated feeder school. -Although ‘the
selection t;f ‘communities and schools was not probabilistit'&.\the project design did
attempt to he brpadlv"Aencompassing. In pérticulz;r. ‘the c'qmmuhities selected were o

~ dispersed geographically, included ‘;small: and large school systems, and differed.

greatly in the proportion of high school graduateé continuing.into college (sée

Hilton, 1971, for additional detail).

‘ ‘é [ S

The Grov}th Study design ‘entailed semi-annual a(_lm_iniétrations of sd{‘%gy"gnd
testing instruments in gradés 5.7~.9.11'and‘ 12 throughout the project'’s duration.
Hencg.. y;)ungstérqlwhorstqved\within these systems and kept \pace_ -with théir entgring -

P
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cohort can be studled as a longltudlnal panel the.most extenslve of which would span .

~ grades flve through 12 (1 e., fxfu\ graders in 19.61 who would have been twelfth / .

-graders' in 1969) Of special value .m light of “our present ml;erests the ETS

recorded SAT scores for those Growth Study youngsters who sat for the test durmg

o thelr senior year and admmlstered the PSAT to all those who dld not Hence. we have ‘
avallable measures of SAT performance for v1rtually the ‘entire semof classes of the :~

sampled schools.'and not slmply for those youngsters who chose themselves to take the"' L

’

'l',testL Thls obv10usly avolds many of" the problems of interpretation that arlse when

' .,test ‘'scores only are avallable for self-selected students .
s ' Also of great 1mportance to us ‘is the fact that the ETS was able to obtam cop1 ‘

of hlgh school transcrlpts for the 1969 senlor class in most of the commumtles 5

These transcrnpts were made avallable to us by the ETS and were coded a "'ohns Hopkms

under the supervnsnon of Martha Cook. The transcnpt data then were merged mth the
survey and testmg data already 1ncluded in the Growth Study archlve Thxs very : o~

- deta11ed 1nformatlon on students coursé experlences 1s what enables us to examme L

the' New Baslcs "after the fact ‘ The present analysls therefore is hmlted to those

e

1969 senlors for whom transcr1pt data were avarlable, about ‘6000 students from 15 of
A

the orlgmal 17 Growth Study commumtnes " Detaxls on the transcrlpt codmg and sample e

v

coveragé are avallable in Cook and Alexander. .1980' s

- We also should mentlon that these same Growth Study data flgured prommently m

the Commission on .Excellence s_ own.- deliberatjons. As baclgground’ to- 1ts work the

- Commission"commis'sioned numerous "briefi‘ng"-'papers - vllterature reviews in selected R
» \
areas, mterpretlve stocktaklngs by respected scholars and so forth. Among the more _

S ’\ ' . '. ! - '
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'vndely circulated and publlclzed ‘of these was an analys:s conducted by Clifford '

- {

Adelman. a Commlsslon staff member. entitled "Devaluatlon. lefuslon \and the College

Connectlon A. Study of ngh School Trans¢r1pts~ 1964 1981" (1983) As the title

" .suggests. the study concludes that over th_ls perlod the tradltlonal academic subjects

-have receded in importance in the typical high school curriculum. Students n.w take

RS

_ fewer couﬁes in these'areas‘. and those that are taken tend to. be less intensive ;

ll e.. o are ‘more llkely to the half credlt courses than one credit courses Or oOne

P

L semester courses rather than full year ones) We cannot claim that this ev1den_ce of a

: report"',at' lea‘St »reinforc_ed thatXeentiment.

"l!,g;;;;scrlpt Data and the "New Basxcs ,

shlft aw,ayvfrom a tradltlonal academlc concentration is'what moved the Commission to

urge revamping the high schoo} curriculum, but there can be little doubt that this

e ’ -

h;.

: " ( - . . .

In attemptlng to approxnmate thﬁ New™ Baslcs curmculum with the Growth Study

~

. transcrlpt data. we relied as much as poss1ble on guldance erm the Commmslon 8 A

: report and from Adelman s paper Our goal was. to be .as faithful as possib&a to the

Commlsslon s mtent and ‘we . belleve we: the been reasonably successful Stlll it was

mevxtable that some amblgultles had to be resolved apd these. along mth our general

approach are rev1ewed next

X . PN
i

. . . . .,‘.;'l‘ . .
R -.‘i" £l

In preparatlon for Adelman s analysls. the approx1mately 3000 course tltles that

Were dlstlnguished m the Growth Study transcrlpt data were collapsed mto 131

v mutually exclusive course categories The obJectwe of thls exercise was to reduce

.

the course dlstlnctlons to a more manageable number while retalnlng the most essential




\

detail and assuring a sufficiently large case base w1thin categories to sustain

serious analysis. Some of the 131 categories included Just one course title. while “ -

others subsumed several (e.g., one category includes Introductory Algebra, Algebra I, -

Beginning. Algebra, etc.). Of the 131 categories, 18 were in the language arts area,

16‘ in mathematics. 20 in social studies, 11 in science, and 13 in foreign |

-lan'guag_es.2 ‘ . ' _ | ‘ o

Beginning with these dlstinctions. we next had to decide which of them should be

considered part of the core curriculum Two criteria were used as guides. Our first
_was that only courses Teceiving at least a full credit should be eligible for

“inclusion. This was to assure that the 'core reflected a serious academic o

concentration, rather than the "dlluted and diffuse” curriculdm the Commission so
‘bemoaned (Adelman pointed specifically to the proliferation of half credit conrses as

a symptom of "diffusion”).3 Our second was more judgmental. . We ruled oute

remedial cours'es and others vvhich received negative cliaracterization in one of the two
" reports. For example. Adelman’s treatment ot: elective personal service courses as

ev1dence of dlffusion suggested they should not be included in the core. Tlius. the \ .

credit hour requlrement and the language of the Commission s report and ltf staff’

study were used Jomtly to determine candidates for the New Basics. The categories 80

i

selected are listed in the Appendix to this paper

§

Having' decided vvhich "courses" to include in the core, we next determined who had .
\ -
taken enough of each .to satisfy the Commission s standards. This was accomplished by
: counting the number of times each student had taken  courses in each of the core
LY

' categories from grade nine through twelve. Those who successfully completed at least




I3 . qf’ . . "',..? - - | - ]
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. ] / . AY
as many. courses in a glven sub)ect area as -the Commsslon mandated were credlted with

[ —

havmz eompleted that component of the New Basics.- For example‘ for studegts to be 4
credited mth flmshmg the mathematlcs core”; they had to have passed at' leasgfthree
one credlt non-:emedlal ‘math courses. Once completlon of the separate components had

been determined, it was a- stralghtforward matter to check for completlon of .

.,

components For purposes of analysls, a code of "1" is used to index completion ofi «
e

Al

the core (or some component of it); a value of "0" indicates failure to- do 80. ‘. a‘

i

Also constructed from the transcrlpt” data: were measures of grade performance m

--L’x»_J ot

. ‘o
the courses we selected for inclusion’ in the New Basics. As part of the original ?

¥

,

transcrlpt codmg, all grades were converted to a common zerofthrough four metric

(detaxled procedures are described in Cook and Alexander. 1980) The present mepsurds
- - R
were cal_eulated as slmple av‘r ges of the grades received in relevant courses.
o o |
Separate GPA's were cqmputed for each of the core areas s ‘well as an overall measure

hased on performance in all cor? courses. For youngsters who failed to- complete the
. St

requirements in a particular area (or ‘overall), the GPA is based on however many

courses had been taken. - ‘ .
& : | ; B | B
» < . ‘ - . ,' .
With these data on grade performance we hope to determme whether students who
have undertaken the sort of program recommended by the Commission test better than
other students who have done equally well in their coursework_. but in a less rigorous
program. This seems to us an ihlportant practical consideration. It will reveal

- whether doing well in thevcore accrues benefits beyond those that could be realized by

) : £ &
applying oneself outside the structure of the New Basics. ' E ' 5‘*

MAES:
wll
.
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There also .is a second reason for' wanting to ’include measures of grade 2 -
’ . ¢ A
> :
performance in _our analysts It- is reasonable to expeot that youngsters who elect a .

-~ 1

more academlcally orlented mix of courses mll tend to be better students" ln <;eneral .
and hence should be relatively high achievers. Because they are "better students,”
they would be expected to both get higher grades and test better, quite apart "rom the
particulars of their. course selection. Hence, contrélling on GPA will allow us to

take account of relevant personal differences that otherwise might be mistaken for

positive effects of the core curriculum.4 BTG,

Other Variables and Measurement. Considerations

. \
i ~ N

RWA N

—

The temaining measures used in our analysls can be described in much more
straightforward fashion. To take account of family background factors we 1nclude data
on mother's and .'father's educational levels. Theser are measured separately and are
scaled as years of school completed. We also control for race and gender differences
that might enter into the processes under consideration. Both are coded as *’\ -
dichotomqus zero/one variables. The racial distrnction‘ contrasts blacks with
"non-blacks. Ibformatlon ,on the students’ racial identification wdﬁ"obtamed from a
number of sources, lncludmg transcripts, other school records. and- yearbooks The
other background measures were taken from questionnaires administered in the eleventh

(
grade.

Lastly, we_need describe the testing data that we use. To take account of
competency differences that preceded exposure to the high school program, scores on

the School and College Ability Test<(SCAT; ETS, 1957) are used as control variables

-

L. 1.~




- /

. throughout the analysis These were administeredqin §eptember‘or- October of the mnth |
grade. which is early enough in the school year that' performance could not hatre‘ been
much affected hy c\rngu_lar experlences in high school . The . SCAT is comprlsed of

quantitatwe and verbal subtests which we use both separately ahd in combmatioh

dependmg upon the particular outcome being considered Accordmg to the ETS the

. SCAT ls a measure of school-learned ability, designed to gauge a student s preparation

" for the next highest level of schooling.

. e P22
s '4“ . N ;
i‘h

As outcome measures we consider students levels of performance op several
cognitive tests. For students who sat for a regular administration of the SAT d‘urmg
December or January of their senior year-._‘_ETS.re_trieved scores from their files. All

other youngsters were a_dministe'red_;the PSAT during'January and’ Pebruary. The PSAT is
a two-hour test of verbal and quantitative skills comprised of items from- previous
. e _ A

vebrsions of the SAT. It is psychometrically similar to the SAT, and multiplying its . "

value by ten converts it to the SAT metric. As with the SCAT. in the analysis that

L4

follows we consider the SAT verbal and quantitative subtests both separately and in

combination.

: - v
Finally, we also are able to consider two subject-specific outcomes. As part of

L od

7

the Growth studv testing program, the CEEB's achievement tests in -American History and
-in English Composition also were administered, again during the senior year. Their -
_availability will allow us to contrast the value of the New Basics in promotink more
generic competencies thh its payoff in these specific subject areas. The

Commssion s Report seems to anticipate positwe spillover glong these lines, as it

referred specxfically to declmes in CEEB achievement test results in the fields of

L]

“¥7
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Completion of the Core and Its Components

>y

-

. a2 . .
\

physics and English in its review of troubling :frendsv. In the next section we see

‘whether the Growth Study data offers reason to think the New Basics a likely solution

for these ,prob}ems.‘

©

RESULTS

4 en

s

'We consider first the relative popularity of: the Ne;v“B;incs ‘among the Gr_t;wth
. ) . 2
Study youngsters. The percentages complt‘atingv our version of the New Basics are

reported in the first two colﬁmps of the upper panel of Tal;le 1. The figures ﬁnay come
as a surprise, for they indicate. &1)_*.. few sAtbud.eptgi_overall undertook such a program of
study. For purposes of comparison, we'also report completit;n figures for a Enor.le ) B
recent cohort of students; 1980 high school gradugt'es.. These figures are taken from a
NCES bulletin (1983)‘which‘ ﬂescribes’ patterns of core completion for youngsters in the
Hi?gh‘ School and Beyond Study.” -

. | . --Tab’le 1 About Here --

Considering all students, and excluding the criterion of fox;eig'n Janguage study,

N

just under a fifth of the sample qualified. The corrqsponding figlll;? for the HSB

sample is 13.5 percent, clearl:y smaller but perhaps not as dramatict;lly so as might .-‘
- !

have been expected. When foreign language study is included in the package, the

Grdwtthtudy and HSB figures drop to 16.4 percent and 8.4 percent respéctively, a

larger proporfionate gap. 'The reason for this obviously involves differences in

e

, patterns of foreign language study. As the area-specific figures reveal, this appears

to be the greatest disparity between the two periods. While these comparisons do seem

to support the Commission;s belief that there has been a shift away from the )
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traditional academit’ curriculum, it is perhaps surprising -that the previous standard .

was so low. It may well be that there never has been the sort of national commitment

. ‘ a | .
to solid preparation in the? "basics” that the Commission seeks.to instill.

When we look at conipletion figures within high school"tra'cks-;6 it should come

. @s no surprilse that academic studentsifare best%ﬁ Even for them, however, the figures
are not especially impressive: a bit -over 3 third fulfifl all requ'irem;ents save the
foreign language area; and this dro'ps .to just over thirty percent when foreign .
language is included. For ;'oungsters in the othe‘r tracks, completing the New Basics

s a rarity.‘ | T . L |

It will be recalled that the Commissio_n,- deemed: the New Basics (excluding its :

foreign‘lané'uage component) appropriate’ for all students and not iust those in the L
academic program. Récall too that these data, per"tam to a perlod m Amerlcan T _
. ‘g‘

educatlon which the Commlsslon believed compares favorably w1th today s sltuatlon It -

is. apparent however, that even then lt was the exceptlon rather than . the rule for .

‘students to pursue the sort of program deemed by the Commlsslon to be educatlonally

sound and deslrable We presume t.hat the mld- to late slxtles “would not ’oe the _

iyt

Commission's first ch01ce for such ap appralsall (we»know they would not be ours), but
4 Wb . . ;

(
falling ,short of the ldeal makes these data no less germane It seems clear that the

New Baslcs were not especially popular when students and s;chools set theu' own agenda

. independent of federal directives. T
v

. . R
o -

The remaining columns in the upper panel pertaln to the core 's constituent o

' _elements Here too tﬁe Growth Studv flgures compare favorably w1th those from the
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’ HSB sample, but vnth some lnterestlng fluctuatlons The _earlier period appears to

. have been most successful relatlve to the present in promotmg foreign language and
: ~

Engllsh study _On the other hand the dlsparltles are sllghtest m the math and :

- science areas. This pattern thus fails to mirror tzhe Comuusslon prlorltxes. whxch

.

focus on def1c1enc1es in coverage of the latter fields. In fact, these comparlsuns

may actually exaggerate the contrast, since we know from Adelman's paper, among other
sources, that the perdentage of students enrolling in the General track has increaged
dramatically in recent years. This belng' the case, the figures ln Table 1 likely.
compare the ex‘periences of a largely Academic enrollment with those of a largely

_ General track enrollment. ‘Unfortunately, 'we do not have the HSBN figures separately by
track m'embership. so the matter cannot be pursued further at pr,esen't.7 In any

. event, the differences are not especially large in the math and soience areas. and
probably are’ smaller overall than would have been)expected Moreover, it is the ;
.'"shortfall in Qmath and science that apparently accounts for the :generally low levels of
.overall core completlon ln’ ih: bro::h Study data. Completlon of the requrrements in

' the Engllsh and Social Studies areas are reasonably high in all tracks, wlule the

figures -drop off substantlally in the math and science flelds. and especlalLv S0 among

o

, non-academlc students.

The lower panel of Table 1 monitors partial progress in completing the core
curriﬁﬂ'lﬁ\'fhe entries are percentages "on schedule” through the eleventh grade.
'l'hey lndlcate how many students could complete a particular quirement by takiilg an
app_roprlate course sequence in the twelfth grade. For example. a student would be

considered ~"0n .§chedule” in math if he or shel had c&z;npleted two years through-the

eleventh grade, leav1ng only one year to be doﬁ"’in the twelfth

L

¢
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. Tile pattern is‘cle;ar. ' Exci;xdin_g; foreigt; language, a majority of students in’
all t);.fcks remain eligible to coﬁxblet:e""the"cdre'.."/For academic Stpﬂgnts. the
fis.\ires' are 'especiAallyv high. ‘;Thveir lov;reﬁt "completion rate” throuéh the eleventﬁ
grade is seventy-five percent, -this being for'th'e science area. In fact, just undér' :
vsi).tty percent .of ,;he academic youngsters have done all that i; required of them - |
through.'t'heir junidr year, and thﬁé could finish the entire core in their senior year.
As we saw abov}e. though, only. about a third actually do so. If the Commission is
correct as to the ilalue_ of its New Basics, ‘then the st;nior year would see;n to be a
prime target for reform. On the other hand, if the éommission i‘s-.mistaken. or if
paftial completi,o_n‘of the core is almost as good as full cbmplet_ion. ther; there would
seem little reason to tamper with thé time’-honored "senior slvump.." What is at issue
here: of course, is the q'uesti‘on_ of efficacy, aﬁdnthe rest of the analysis is devoted
to seeking its ansln‘er._‘ |

The New Basics and Test Performance

-

In Table 2 we éonsiﬂer'whether youngsters who have completed various elements of
the New  Basics perform better on relevant standardized tests than those’who have not.
- Table 2 actually subsumes several issues, and bécause of this its layout prbbably :

requires some clarification. et

LI
LY
..

[

To begin with, several regression am;lyses for each &ft‘outcon:r'e aré, reported; -
howev)er. we report only selected results. The omitted .dAetailai‘iiwolve the e"fects of
control variables, whose individual coefficients are not of immediate interest. In

.

performing this sort of assessment it is es\sential that we take account of ‘stﬁde_nt



differences that might_ influenc , both patterns of course selection and test

_performance ’The most obvious conce'rn in this regard would be differences of
competency and acco:hpllshment that predate hlgh school Since our intent "islto:;‘
" isolate benefits that follow from exposure to the New Baslcs. we would not want to

1gnore the fact that "better students are likely to take more challengmg courses.

'The analyeis in Table 2 tak'e account of this by including as a predictor of 'each
senior year outcome a measure of est perforlnance in a relevant domain obtained e‘itherv.
_prior to high school or very early i high 3chool (i.e|, the Fail of the ninth grade). ,
So, for example, in considering perf rmance on the iuantlta&we section of the SAT
(SAT-M in our tables), ninth grade pérformance on ths.Sé;T-Q is used to accomplish the
necessary adjustment. For the SAT composite (i.e., SAT-T), the SCAT composite is |

used, and so forth.

In the ideal situation. the."input" control would be a prior administration of

the outcome test, but this is not possi e with the data available to- us. In so far
"as SAT performance is concerned, the SCAT battery at least taps the same generic -
13 Lompetencies and 1s. we have argued els where, quite semceable for this sort of

application (Pallas and Alexander. 1983). | For the CEEB achlevement tests, though,
more criterion-specific input controls would be preferable Unfortunately such
measures are not' 'a;\‘r:aila'ble and we must rely again on the broader verbal and ,
_ quantitative assessments afforded by the SCAT, battery. Although we suspect this is
" . not too serious, we unfortunately are -una e to evaluate its consequences in the

analysis. Hence, we wiil have to be mindful of this slippage in reflecting upon our’

"~ results. The analysis also .controls-for the| influences of student background




-

- 4

characteristics- (i e., race, gender and SES level) and for'grade performance while in

. hlgh school.& It is arguable. though whether grades shbuld be accorded prlorlty over
: ¥
t\ -

curr1culum in predlctlng patterns of performance on standardized ' tests. Uslng GPA as -

B

% control variable in-the analysls thus makes for a rather conservative test of the
effectiveness of the New Baslcs curriculum. ~The reader should be mindful of this in

. : ’ .
reading through the results presented in Table 2.8, The coefficients for thgse

additional controls also are not reported ‘

e Table 2 Abou‘ Here --

. J) ! A
. The usefulness of the New Basics is evaluated in Table 2 by adding the.various

core completion codes to ‘regression' equations which already include these measures of -

LN

students’ sociodemographic characteristics (i.e., race, gender._- and parents”
educational levels), of prior test performance, and of grade_performance. The table
entries'lnclude the variance accgunted for -in our several outcomes as predictors’ are
added and the regressign coefficients estimated for the core currlculum measures. ;
o : _ .
Conslder. for example. the f1rst row of results in Table 2, whlch perta1ns to | v

performance on the.verbal portion of the SAT. The Rz of .688 is tl\e varxance

-

explained when SAT:V is predicted from .el control variables listed in the table
legend. This i‘é a rather substantial figure, as are those obtained: for all our ‘
baseline equatlons It is: due in large measure to the importance of ade performance
and of the ninth grade measure of test pérformance. both of which ar \'lu e potent

throughout With the effects d these barometers of pre‘hlgh ‘school .and 1n-h1gh

school competency and accompltshment controlled the remaining equ in Table 2
e /:-\Dﬂf ’
constitute a stringent test of the power of the New Basics. The R” in the second -

~

row is the varjance accounted for when the appropriate core curriculum d_codes are added

!-23 | .
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to the'analvsis In4nost, instances two core elements were judged relevant to the' '

ohtcome. and these are evaluated together The R2 in the thlrd row ‘repbrts the.

svarxance that is explalned when the code lndrcatlng completlon of all core

- requirements is added to the equation S Conip‘aring the results obtained- at th's ¢
stage with those for. the area-speclflc zomponents of the core mll reveal the value of

+ the N‘e:bBaslcs as~ i package That 1s we can see whether the @re as an mtegrated .

curriculum adds anything to the prediction of test performance oVer__the individual

. s : .o
selements that seem most relevant to particular outcome domains.

[ N s

=

For. the SAT-V, we evaluated the consequences of taking four years of English and
two years of foreign language in high school. as well as the ‘enti\vﬁurriculum. As
can be seen from comparing the...'secondv‘and;third R2 figures with the" first, these |
predictors added only about half'a'percent to the equation's explained variance.lo
Addltlonally. the coefflcient for the Enghsh core measure was negllglhle and \
~non\-slgmf1cant However. thqse for the forelgn language component of the core
_(second equatlon) and for completlon of the New Basics _altogether (thlrd equation)

R . B ) .

both are significant, o

The regresslon coefflclents indicate that students who complete the foreign |
| ~ language requirement average about’ f1fte‘en points better on the SAT-V than those who
do not. In the third. equation, which includes both the fore gn language code and
the core completlon code, the fore1gn language effect is a bit smaller (9.37 vs
14.12), due to the correlatlon among core codes, but both are significant. Together
they suggest an advantage of about’ 25 pomts for youngsters who have completed all the

reqt'nrements,of the_ New Basics. Thls is hardly negllglble. being a goodly fractlon of

24
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the 37 point decline in
~ among highs school sg (1977)

e
t

.Whether 'these weffects." on performan'ce actually have anything. to do m;h the
curricula undertaken by these youngsters cannot ge proven 'conclusively. \but Wu can
rule out some_other. reaso'nabl.e explanations..l "We already have jnentioned that the o
results in Table"’zrarta adjusted for’ differences in levels of verba’l—performance at
high school entry and for- grade'pedformance while in school, so we can discount th'e -

possibility that this finding reflects simply that good students take more rigorous

coursework and score better on tests. " ¢

4

-

: ¢ B _ .
N . ' Another‘possil)ility is that youngsters who take foreign languages 1n high school

or complete the core! might be more highly motivated or otherwisaacademically
oriented. This doesn't seem to be the explanation. either. We -redl'd the anéxlysis in ’
Table 2 with addltlonal controls (again from the nmth grade) that presumably would

get at thls ‘the students’ intentions for college the hlgh sChool currlcula they

!

expect to” pursue, and the amount of time they typlcally spend on homework The ‘

results changed very llttle For example, the forelgn language- coeff|c1ent from the |

second equation drop ed only to 11.2 §from its reported level of 14.1). 1

’ Alt_hough we would still want to be ’:autlous in our claims, our dat; do seem to
indicate that taking two years of foreign language’studw} in high <school rays off in

. tegms of 1mproved performance on the SAT-V, while comp,l ng the ‘core altogether reaps '
 additional beneflt This presumably is what the Commxsslon suspected Conventlonal

_ wxsdom holds that forelgn language study should be beneficial in. at 'least two

. respects first, in the transfer from foreign langauge to Engllsh language slnlls.

,\ » ‘_': ’ : ) \,.-'
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and second .in the dxse{plme of mmd that is cultlvated m 5cqu1rmg facxllty in a

secqndlanguage Our results certamly\are consistent w1th these 1deas Moreover. o
. N ’ — .
the benefit that follows from completmg the entlre core. suggests there is merlt in-_

tlnnkmg of the New Baslcs as an mtegrated program of studv whose value is nt fullv

fw

realrzed snpply by electing those elements that relate most 1mmed1ately to partlcular . (‘.__‘

outconfes. Tlus too would seem conslstent with the Commission’s’ tlunkmg

{

We ow conslder how the core currlculum fares in enhancmg performance on our’
other tests \l-lavmg alreadv rev1ewed our procedures in detaxl we should be able to Co
"work our way through ‘the remamder of Table 2 w1th far greater economy of prose

. e | : | Uy
Results for the‘ quantltatlve subtest of the SAT (SAT-M) are displayed next in
- Table 2 Here we have consldered both the mathematics and ‘the sclence components of
_the core currlculum )as posslbly bemg relevant, and both in- fact appear to be so.
ATogether they add Lbout thrée percent to the variance accounted for by’ tlkbaselme
equatlon (625 vs 654) and the1r 'regresslon coeffnclents are rather slzable )
'Youngsters who took at’ least three years of high school math score on the averaze 'A _ é
almost 40 pomts hlgher ‘on the SAT-M than those who took fewer math courses, and three _
years of science contr1butes another 22 pomts : Effects of this magmtude really are
. quxte strlkmg. and, agam. addltlonal ‘controls. for motlvatlonal factors make Very
. llttle d1fference in them To put these flgures in perspectlve. the average decline
in SAT M performance among ‘high school seniors was only 22 ponnts between 1967 and

P

1977 (from 492 to 470 .C_EEB. 977,







.
BN

Finally. when the ore: completion ;ndlcator is added to the analysls, the math
" and sclence coefflclents both drop a bit reflectmg the part-whole character of
theae vanous measures Both remam slgmflcant howpver, and the math coefflcient

', ','_still is rather snzable [mportantly, completmg all the core requlrements axaxn

B 7 appears to, boost performance over the leVels predlcted from thoee of 1ts compondnts -
'-"‘hlch seemmgb} have the most lmmedlate relevance for quantitative outcomes Because 3

*""of the collmearlty among predlctors. we would not want to place too much falth m the :
. ‘. ‘4' ,x,.. * \', o

28 pomt fxgure eqtlmated for the core completlon me,asure. it nevertheless does appear

;«..
-

: that fulflllmg the New Baslcs in - theu- entlrety is useful he)ge too

o~ .o . . P .
. e . . , . A

. The 'next ‘set. of results in 'l‘able' 2 p‘ertains to the SA"I" compo'site' score:"('i..e.-;f .

'. 'SAT-T) Here we' evaluato the entlre core as’'a package. although agam tWO

'a H

:POSSIbllltles are entertamed The flrst row excludes forelzn 181!8“880 study from the Lo

‘.._,
N .

' core, whlle the second mcludes lt As can be seen howeve’r. the results are«n?t all

.that dxfferent for the two Bobh COnstructlons of the core‘confer an edge of over SR

KR . P e P - e e

s, ".'..'s.,'-. - . . Lt — AP T
! I

.-':Iflft‘.'_pomts.' Co e I T - o -

'y .

Wlth qr without forelgn language study {h,en. the New Ba.slcs seem to reap a.

1)

’handsome return in terms of overall levels of performance on the SAT. For the CBEB

achlevement tests though the gams are not nearly s0' great These results are -

a e

. reported at the bottom of Table 2 The soclal studles component of the core produces (

-:no beneflt on the Amerlcan Hlstory Achlevement Test; and llkevnse the Engheh B
PRI ""“
- .component of the core for the Engllsh Composltlon Achlevement Test. However. we do 7

_.observe a noteworthy positive effect on 'the Engllsh Composltlon test for forelgh

language etudy,_amountmg to Just over 18 pomts in equatlon 2 and about -14 points in .

0, s a S ' ) 27



equatlon 3. Finally, completing all the core requirements réalizes an additional

. return of ‘ahou't 12 ‘points on the English test.n

Al in'all; then. the New gasics seem to be most ;useful'in'f furthering generic

'; competenciee 12 - 'l‘his does not strike us a'sat all unreason'able When it comes to-
performance in subJect speclflc areas, we probably should focus ;our attentmn on

,. courses that are targeted for those areas. This certainly seems commoneeneical

enough yet the Commrssron ] agenda was cast in much more general terme and we have -
tried to remain faithful to lt In llght of the results obtalned for the SAT

however. we would be very much’ surprrsed if such focused programs of study would not

also pav off in corresponding areas of achievement.

7

The next issue we consider is whether the elements of the New: Bae cs must be |
completed in full for them. to be beneficial. We do thls by looklng to see what is

- added to‘tl{ prediction of test outcomes by completion of the last “course in a _' ‘ (

- sequence. Specifically, we first evaluate the consequences of being "on schedule”
through the eleventh grade and then add to the analysis a measure which indicates

whether or not the last requirement ‘'was completed during the twelfth grade.

L4 €

The results pf this assessment "are reported in Table 3. Th’e first row of each

pall’ of- equatlons adds the approprlate eleventh grade code to the set of background
\',1) 2
controls The second row then adds the*borreepondlng twelfth grade code. We bre
. &4 .8
.,.lnterested mava in whether completlng the Nth" cours&'ﬁadds anything to what is
7

iy -
. . . .
. o «
Y L.
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and science. contrasted with the first two). .
— Table 3 About Here --

o - The implications of Table 3 seem quite clear: that extra year matters a‘great

deal. In fact, in several instances most of the value of the New Basics comes from

completing the secruence's final year.

PRV
v

Consider first the results\for the SA’f—hA  Students wh.'o. have completed the math

- program through the eleventh ﬂrge (i. e have completed twos years of study) score
about 23 points better on the SAT-M than youngsters who fall short of thls standard

- (the coeff1c1ent for two years of science is non-slgmflcant ln this mstance) This

s

figure hardly is negllglble. but it is far outstripped by the mcrements in test score

performance associated with completmg the final years ‘of both l}nath and science |

d

study. Finishing the math component of the core contrlbutes about 40 points to the
l/ ¢ .

SAT-M, while the final year of science adds another 29 points. B The latter

effect is especlally strlkmg. in that science study through the eleventh grade was

(
?

entirely 1nconsequent1al

Although the other comparisons are not quite so dramatic, a similar pattern is '
observed -for the SAT composite and the. English Composition achievement test. In both

" instances the "value-added” from completing the core far exceeds that from partial‘

vfulfnllment of the requnrements In fact even the results for:. tbe SAT-V conform to -

..v, . !;" 'l ¥

this pattern. although the margin .of advantage from completing the core is not great 6

It 1s only for the Hlstory Achlevement test that we’see httle mdicatxon of positive

spillover from flmslnng the entire package 14 It seems clear from Table 3, then,

-._“'ﬂ
i ., '{
o T4 :
g X

e,
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that the agenda recommended by the Commission does have merit, but that it must be

seen through to its gompletion for this to be fuily realized. In this respect too théd
Commission's judgment is sustained. '

' ", ‘ Finally, the last issue we consider in evaluating the New' Basics involves the

. - . : -
importance of doing well in this curriculum. It seems reasonable to expect that

4

taking the core should be most useful (or perhaps only ‘useful) for yoimgétvers who
" actually have mastered its content. I grades can be taken as indicative of subjéct

matter mastery, which>they presumabiy signify at least to some extent, then we should
expect students who do wéll .in the core curriqullm to benefit .niost from t}le v
experience. Mediocre performance, whether in or out of the core, should have little
béaring on test performance. This reasoning‘leadg us to 'ékpect that thp effect ;)f |
érades oh test scores should differ for students who hdvg and have not.: complete‘.d‘the
Iéew Basics, and that the "payoff” from grades should be greatest for core com’p__letel‘-s
with relatively high GPA's. In fact, this turns out to be prt;ciéely the case.

We first checked to see whether tht;re was any il‘ldication‘ of such an interaction.
in the _Grdwfh Study da’ta.‘ This was done by adding to our equations a term (or terms)
consiru'ctqd:g as the prodqct of the GPA variable and the domain-specific core gompietion
indicatofs reiieQant. to the particular outcomes;. The increments to explained variance
asgociated' with the_ée interaction terms ranged from .001 to .012. For' all oﬂtcomas .,
save the History test at least one such tém was statistically significant at the j05

level. o

' &
'--.Table 4 About Here -

30
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In order to evaluate the practical implications of these interactions, we
computed predicted test scores at different GPA levels for those students who _

. . : - .
completed the core requirements in pertinent areas and compared those withq the scores

-

predicted for students who did not complete those requirements. ‘The results of these
: : nete ! A
calculations are reported in Table 4 as the expected difference in test scores at

different GPA levels for the two groups of youngsters, with all other factors in our

equations held constant.15 : (/

J

‘At rd atively low GPA levels, it mafterg little thether or not a student
completes the core requirements. For "B" or better student-s. however, the differences

are pronounced in all areas except History. The practical implications of this
. . I >

pattern dre.quite_,prbfound'. if not especially surprising. We can't expect®he New

. Basics' to accomplish a ére_at deal if they simply obligate students to "do their time"

in one mix of courses rather than another. Mediocre performance simply doe’sn't coun

—

for much, and mediocrity in the New Basics is no exception. On the other hand, when

students are stretched to high_' levels; of performance in the core curriculum, we see
substantial benefits. This implies, among other tlﬁngs. the need for first rate

instruction and for exacting standards if curriculum reform is to realize its

.

potential. To the Ct;mmission's credit, this too is recoghized in its report.

N -
0

k-



DISCUSSION

- . .

When ;he report of Secretary Bell's Commiséion on Excellencé in Education was

first released it was ngad by many as a report card on public education. It Lardly

needs to be said that the judgment rendered by the Commission was not too flattering.

In like fashion, the present inquiry can be read as a.report card on the Commission’s

performance. To anticipate things just a bit, its recommendations’ for curriculum

reform appear to deserve high marks. In other respects, though, we are inclined to be )

less generoug. Let us review the basis fir our positive assessment first.

The Commission's central policy recommendation is embodied in its proposed New
Basics. Its other proposals are intended to extract the maximum benefit from this
. c'urriculum,, and in that sense are subsidiary to it. Alt ouglf»the New Basics'’

guidelines are quite general, the Commission nev?rthelqss expected that substantial

b ]
gqu would come from them. While the Commission's interest in curriculum reform is.

perhaps not ¢oo surprising; the self-assurance with which it_advanced the New. Basics.

well might have been tiuestioned.

. Cw | o
It is, of course, central to their mandate that such bodies should tell us how to

do things befter. And, as'polltical entities, we should not expect their

deliberations to be couched in the cautious and qualified style characteristic of,

-

say, scholarly. discourse. At the same time, however, it is rare that the mere : /i"

pronouncements of such -a Commission would trigger far-flung changes) in mstitutiom}l/
practice. This can, and does, happen, though, when it is schools that are under,
: YA

) o ) . : ’ /

{ - S : ,//

A
. . /
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. : . . /
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sérutmy Because of this. the potentlal for mlschlef and-/or harm is especially great

/when educational matters are at issue. .
‘./ ‘ .
VA .,

7

,{J _ 'I_‘he Commjssion7s recommendations’ certainly have, éorﬁmanded éfeat att.e.l.-.l-*.i_on. In

| many state legielature}.s and school distriets momentum is building to feform the school

_ curriculum and to alter the school calendar. That.such propoeals are even entertained
at a time of- ﬁear fiscal crisis in many localit.iee gives ﬁvjtﬁe_ss both to the high —

valuation of education in the American ethos and to the perceived gravity of the

present situation.

-

)

The Commission's New Basics thus has struck a responsive chord. Btéause of this,
. \

s

and because too of our ov«:m belief in the importance of eurriculum organization for
what is learned in school (and for the value of schooling in later life), we are
pleaeed that the Commiesion appears not to heve leaqf us astray. |
In futhering generic skills in the verbal and qgantitative domaiee. the proposed
| New Basics passes every test, usually veith flying colors. The test scores of students
- who complete the New BaSIcs are considerably higher, on the average, than.of those who -
do . not. These advantages hold up, moreover, even after adjusting for dlfferences in
test performance at high s}:hool entry, for. grade performance whlle in high school and
for several factors'that ehould tap dlfferences in studen%’_ academlc motivation and
' -mterest in school. Some of these dlff.erences are qulte large, far exceeding, for
example, the drop in SAT scores over the last twenty years or so, which itself has

‘been cause for much consternation.
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We recognizé, of course, that there is a tremendous difference between the

present inquiry, which considers patterns of performance among the members of "a single
- ' . : : R
cohort, and the trend in aggregate test perfornfance across successive cohorts. For

many reasons, we would not want to place too much faith in the exact numeric estimates

" turned up in ouf analysig.“ Déspite these quite important qualifications, we believe

our analysis does provide ‘strong support for the notion that an appropriately

‘ conceivetl program of study will help students to perform better on tests such’ as’ the

SAT. We dqii't know whether the New Basics is optimal - in tihis' respect, but it |
certainly seegsyto be éffective. We share t}te 6emmission's bslief that the s,ltills

‘tapped by such tésts are ql.litel important in the modern era. We thus think it '.propel; N

to conclude, as the Commission held, that the New Basics, if introduced broadly and

supported properly, could accomplish considerable good.

Our analysis also sustains several o,t})sr_sspects of the Commission’s .iudgment. ‘

We find, for exan{ple. some s\;‘ridence that,:%,the proposed curriculum is most benef‘i‘cial

‘when pursued in its entirety. Students who complete,all the requirements of the New

Basics perform better than thOse who cou;i)lste only courses in the area or areas that
are most subJect-relevant‘to a partlcular- test. Even more mpressxve, though. is the

~ cost incurred in skipping the last course in a seqtlence. The Commission's curriculum

. thus seems to hang together reasonably well as a "packagb”, and seems to be on target
. ™ . . . .

~ as well in the level of commitment it requires of students.

We also find, not surprising]y; that youngsters who do well in school tend also

to do well on. tests. Nothmg too startling in thls revelatlon, since assessments in
- ey

both contexts place a premmm on the same sorts of skllls What is mportant though

34
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is our evidence that the benefits of the core curriculum are realized only by
youngsters who do well in it. This we take as further confirmation that master& of
the New Basics promotes the kinds of skills that .are' highl;y valuedv on cognitive tests,

“-

but it also 'places an additional ‘burden on those who advocate such reform. The

: problem is not slmpb' one of mtroducmg a series of required courses and seeing to it \ _
that “most youngsters suffer through them Would that it were so sxmple .
Unfortunately, the evidence is clear that exposure to courses alone is not sufficient.

. StuJents must also master the content of these courses, and we know from sorry

{:"};\experienoeéthat too many of our schools are .bottom-heavy with low achievers and under
achievers. This, after all, is what the test scores tell us.. What we need to hﬁow.-
therefore, is how to implement the core curriculum so that its potential is fully

o
realized. .'ghe Commission did comment on such matters as the allocation of time and

[N

4' . . . 3 .I :
instructional effectiveness, but its contributions along these lines were far from an .
_operational agenda. These matters, it now is obvious, require far greater attention

than they have received thus far. E | o - !

*  Findlly, we als:' have reason to believe 'that ‘the New Bastcs would be useful for
all students and not just for those in a(college preparatory program. | This too is as-
anticil;ated b;' the Commissiou. althoughjour" evidence on this point is not as se-;ure 'es .
we would like because of the smali huluber of honfacadeulic students who 'actuallv
completed the core requirements. 'fhis aside, we think the above‘neview of our central
fmdmgs constitutes a rather impressive confu'matlon of the Commlsslons wisdom._ Our
data, of course, pertam to the experlences of high school students dunng the mid to
late sixties. While it is possible, we suppose, that things might look different were

more recent data available for study, we know of no reason to expe_ct this a priori.

35

!
.




We 'certain_ly would encol.lrage‘ further 'reslearoh along these lines bas suitable data
.Become available.ls but for now _ours is the best evidence on the issue, and it is
encauraging. | |
This.‘ we think, is good.news." There is, however. another side of the story'that
-deserves comment. Pupils typicelly ere not permittedltodefine the terms of their own
evaluation, and neither should the Commission be.so indulged. We are sincere' in our‘
* R

belief that implementing\the Co‘mission’s recommendations ooul'd acco_mplish good; we

" are equally sincere, however, in our disappointment with the document that sets forth

hose recommendations. ' . , v ' / :

Our empirical assessment of the Commission’s ideas fooused narrowly on 'its‘
"eentral proposal. Our data are well sulted for this purpose and it is mportant that

-‘such prescriptions be’ carefully crutlnrzed Assessment of what the Commlsslon

actually has accomphshed “though, need not .be. 1ndeed should not be, so narrowly

' cast.

The Commission's high mark in identifying a curriculum that likely would boost

»

test “scores must be balanced against its: almost complete oeglect of other -

*consideretions.z\ No' doubt this is due in part to the constr:«'i'ints' ‘of its charter. but
this makes the:‘. narrowness of its purvieyv'no less lamentable and the true yzdue of its
‘ proposals no less drfflcult to Judge The Commission’s preoccupation with cognitive' |
development and patterns of test performance is its smgular failing as well as its
singu!ar accomplishment; it leaves ‘the report vulnerable on at least two_counts.

©




. As a report card on American education, the .-'Co'mmission gives short- shrift to
areas of evaluation where lthere are indications-that our educational system is
performing‘ well. We have in mind here mainly, but not exclusively, our na’tional
commitment to matters of educational equity. Wh'ile progress has been painfullv 'slow.'
the- movement toward an integrated plurahstic educational system and the lowenng of

" barriers to postsecondary access. seem to us to ‘be quite remarkable accomphshments

The report is silent on such matters And there are other expectatlons we hold for

'our school systems where the quality of performance is not so clear-cut .- sucf things -
~as promoting good citizenship, preparing youn'gsters for jobs, homng critical slulls. o
fostering creatmty. and the\lke Our point is that the Commission proirides. no

basis for balancing the good against the bad and hence fails to inform an overall
assessment of how, well we are doing |

0

, A similar problem" arises in consideration of the Commission 's New Basics ) 'T:here'
can be liLtle doubt that developmg cogmtlve skills is an 1mportant educatlonal goal -
, but it is only one of ‘many goals-we hold for our schools. Would we want to impose. the
o New Basics at the sacrxfice of ‘solid v0cationa1 training for those youngsters whose
. futures w111 Tiot: requlre high levels of scientific and quantltative facxhty. at, the -
| sacrifice of the arts and humanities. or, for that matter. at the‘ sacrlfice of variety
and diversity in educational options? Whilé it is not obvious’ that any of these '.
difficult choices are forced upon us by the New Basics. neither is it clear that they R
' .are not. Based on the Commissions report we simply are not m a position to know
What'the Commission’ s'report lacks its-\an appreciation of the many diverse, and g

perhaps conflicting, demands made of our educational system. In thk ahsence of such,

e . . 3 . . S0
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it is impossible to J'udge precisely where the New Basics fit in and 'wlfether their
im-p'lementation would be the best use of the en_ergies'and resources that would be

\

required:

It sometlmes seems as though the half-life of an educational issue's command of

._ center stage is -a blmk of the eye It was not too long ago, it'should be recalled,

that concerns ; about narrow vocatlonahsm were commonplace. m some cu-cles lt even

_NOW is held‘ that overschoolmg_ and not underschoolmg is }Ile actual problem. the

'lssue of moral or value soclallzatlon seems always to be troublesome. and as

discussed above. we swing periodically between "'equity and "quality" as the foremost )
2 B A S

.concern. In llght of such volatlllty. a’ single-issue regort card. and a single-issue
agenda for the future has to be Judged a dnsappomtme‘ﬁt It ls especlally unfortunate

~at thls txme of helghtened pubhc concern that the Commnsslon falled to seize the

SN

_opportumty for a thorough rev1ew of current educatlonal deVelopment.s and to: look

-

creatwely and unagmatwely beyond the horlzon Wé beheve ‘the report has E ~'&..

?Al' '

accomphshed some good unfortunatelv it mlght have accomplished a good deal more _ q'

. . e
) N NS
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. b'the

° -',only on subJect—matter appropriateness The pattern of results was “highly -

| . consﬂtent for oth constructions of the New Basics Although it matters little,

""ﬁ:ﬁmthutb Commission's mterest

FOOTNOTES

L.
V "'

In Adelman s analysls of curriculum trends. data from the New Youth Cohort “of the
I B

.

: current patterns P?tl‘l(:la Seitz a.research sc1ent1st at Ohio State s Ce.iter

for Human Resource Research, implemented Adelmans analysis on the Parnes data.
/
we prov1ded the correspondmg analysis on 'the ETS. data Both effqrts were
1‘

undei'taken _under Adelman s direction. who is due full credxt for thd mtellectual,

-

merit of this proiect‘ The New Youth Cohort, unfortunately does not include the

testing data that would be <requu-ed to pursue ‘further this comparison across the

decades.

® el
L

. . - P
L _Although' computer science classes 'were occasionally offered in hi"g'h schools in

21960 s, enrollments were too sparse in our data for us to evaluate computer’

.(__‘

science -;cours‘es as part of the New £asics . : .

""'"'It ttlrns _.'ut"tlgat the vast majority of eligible courses in ‘our data were at least .

- r, . ‘\,__
W@

L one credlt courses 'l»‘o avoid the risk of neglecting -upper- level one semester

v

| ;electlve courses that ?mght actually be effp,capi“o’iis. ‘we relaxed the credit hour

,

'lj‘requirement and developed an alternatwe construction of the "Ne'w .Basics based

AR I~
Lo We rt'el:oort results usmg the one: credit requirement smce ‘this is more in line

Sy
- . e e

"‘.'a".‘, oo ~

- P \ .
Lo . S
. . : ..
s .- o

»

_National Longltudinal Study oﬁ«‘!.abor Market Experience were used to describe more
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4 We also make use’ of mnth grade testlng data to take account of competency

dxfferences that predate hlgh school 'l‘hese are dnscussed below. it

R

.,

5. Several cautions are jn order 'heref "We cannot determine from the NCES document

. whether our codmg procedures are sufflclently similar to allow for dlrect
comparlsons between the two s&s of flgures

Sample coverage glso is quite
1\
» e
dlfferent

Hence. we should not place much confldence in the preclse d1fferences

_,_ 3 R LR

S ) between the two sets of flgures Nevertheless. they are the only data avallable

~at present and they at least suggest how thmgs mlgh‘t have changed from then

' . .(ie the mld to late slxtles) to now.

r'-

'c" : ¥ .’-‘.,./'yu( . o . . o
- Information on track -membership was self-reported from the eleventh grade

3 .

6.

i;uestionnaire. Students who skipped over the track_ item or said they were - .
... undecided are included in the "NA" (no answet) - group. ' :

Fon .. " . . ) . .- -
i T . P Lo PO v
L . .

et T e

" We should mention, however, tha_t"_"thel?'New Basics. (and our "coding of them) is not

R I
e

7.

especially discriminating as to.the"level of study that is required. Hence, '
.':' A’ '»'

these sxmllar figures -could obscure 1mportant dxfferences in the particular mixes
. :;:‘ \

_ of courses that were most - commonplaeo in the two peridds. ‘This* lssue. as well as
. " ‘r ‘X Kv
' #

1'!

numerous others, will have to be dé'ferrtd until the HSB data are released for
SN x/ -
" general analysis. : __f_’f Y

bahout half ‘again as

) . large as those reported.

9., For the domain-specific outcomes, the: foreign language version of the core was *

~

used throughout.
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.10, . Recall that ninth grade SCATV performance is included in the set of control
L_'.“ ) v 15 “'.:‘ » ..

oo’ &

variables so that this mcrease in explained variance i§ mdependent of - - .

high school

Il Incldentally the variance explalned w1th' the;addltional measures in the equatlon

i

rxses o 704 S0 they themselves do seem to matter They do not though

eliminate the importance of forelgn languagef:study or of the core completion

._ cade. We have evaluated the effects of these addltlonal controls in all of the
analyses we report. In general; they have only mmon 1mphcatlons for our = .
conclusions regarding the New Basics, and because of thi-s they arg -not presented’

in our tables.

e

12. We also have performed the same analysis reported in Tab‘le 2 s,enarately for the

various high school tracks._. Since the'results of this analysis are so similar in

" implication to those just- di*scussed we do not re‘port them here. The parameter

e s

. "

éstimates do . fluctuate a gobd deal, but the number of students actually ,

completlng .-the core is quite small in all tracks but the academic. Hence. such
,vc -~ ..'} . .

instablllty lS not surprismg More signiflcantly. the same general pattern of

l‘,

' lnfluence is apparent in all the cqmparlsons. suggesting that the New Basics»

would be useful throughout the ‘;:omprehenslve Jubh .s/chool From these data., there ,
’ LT
. is no reason to thlnk it sultable on"ly for college bound youngsters. " This to_'o_‘:ls
'-consmtent with the Commission s. expectations | : "
13 ;In”this equatlon; as:m the others. we see larée fluctuationsz.and some:.sign o
. . oY
'reversals m' the coefflcients for the core codes through the eleventh grade when ,
. the twelfthlgrade measures are added to -the’ equation. This results from"’the ‘ 4
rather hlgh correlations among the varlous indlcators of c:re comnletxon

A o . . .
LIS . " ‘.', : . ..
S YRS 4 e . . ‘ :

A . ) ) ] , , ) .
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.
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14. 4,In thls 1nstance. the small pos1t1ve effect for the{l ‘_re completlon ‘measure is-

: largely offset by the negative coeff1c1ent for the elevent ,gra_e'cqre code..

e S

‘,. . . R ‘.' | ..‘, . r_
15. .In these calculatlons. separate GPAs are computed for each of the core domalns

'_Bence. GPAs reflect grades in the core courses, regardless of whether one has
'-completed all requxrements We denved the flgures in Table 4 by evaluatmg the
'estimated core completlon and mteractlon coeff1c1ents with the values

representlng core completlon at a spec1f1ed GPA level A similar‘calcula:‘r"iou wag i

performed for these coeff1c1ents with values representmg no core completion.-

~ the same level of GPA performziance. We then subtracted the latter value from the
former to derive’ the difference in test. scores at specified GPA levels.

o
\

16 The transcrlpt data collected as part of the ngh School an d B“ S

(NCES 1983) should be a valuable resoul'ce in thls respect They should be in

'~ the pubhc domam shortly and we look forward to seeing exactly how contemporary

curriculum patterns compare to~ those observed in the Growth Study data.
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Overall +

\'Table 1

Percentage of Students Completing the New Basics Core Requirenents Overall

and in Different Areas

Throu&n tggkgltﬁ7crade
L S

Social "

mAE Foreign : Sh 4y Foreign
Overall Language English Studies '~ Math ‘Science Language N
TOTAL 19.5% 16.4% 79.9% 78.5% 49.7% 36.2% 51.3% 5,980
(13.5%2)" ( 8.4%) (58.6%) - (65.4%) - (46.2%) (30.4%) (33.2%) (12,116)
ACADEMIC 34.2 30.8 87.9 . 84.5 70.9° 53.0 81.2 2,920
GENERAL 7.5 3.3 , 73.0 82.5 +122.9 24.2 21.4 , 719
A f, - . 3 .
“voc/comM . 1.2 77.7 65.5 26.3 . 16.9 .20.0 1,528
© NAZ, 7.6 4.6 61.1 _ 78.0 40.8 - 22.4 29.3 813
w |
' L
r A Through the llth Grade
_Overall +
Foreign , Social . . Foreign
Track Overall ‘Language English Studies Math Science Language N
’ . ° . : . o ) i .
TOTAL ' 36.2% 88.4% 87.4% 79.9% 69.1% 64.4% 5,980
ACADgnIgi 55.4 92.8 88.9 94.1 -75.5 89.9 2,920
. . ’ ":..'.'.._ . . . »
.. GENERAL 14.9 82.1 - 84.7 56.5 58.4 37.6 - 719
voC/COMM  44.3 . 18;7 89.2 88.2 65.8  61.8 38.2 1,528
. \ - “: _ . : ) .
NA 39.4 7 19.6 77.1 82.7 75.8 . 68.9 - 45.9 813
¢ ¢ . >
~ 2

lFigures in parentheses are ‘for the High School and Beyond Sample of 1980

3.

graduates, reported in NCES (1983).

vt 2

a
4+ tion was unavailable.

’

2;fv - ‘4:3

The "No Answer group consists of students for whom track members

hf//informa--



.Table 2

Core Effects on Test Outcomes

50y

C o . .
\ Core Area(s) Total Co're2 o Rz
SAT-V o : _
_Baseline K 4 .688
(English] [Foreign] -
(1) ' £1.057 14.120* . .690
(-.003)* (.060) :
2y, -3.290 9.368*  16.513*  .692
oo (-.010) " (.040) (.056) )
S
SAT-M ‘ _ o
.: Baseline ’ ' -+ 4625 -
A . (Math]) . [Science] .
1) 39.719* 21.648* _ .654
(.156) (.osa} '
2y ' 33.870% ,  10.788*  28.M1* 659
2.133) (.042) (.088) .
SAT-T : .
Baseline . .735 °
. ‘ : [No Foreign] :
1) - - . _ : 52.935* ,743
‘ : (.098)
(2) . ) *  [With Foreign]
' 58.892%  .744
(.104) .
-English Ach
Baseline . i .646
: ' (English] . [Foreign] . : t
1) ' " =3.066 18.043% . ' " .650
(-.010) (.082) !
@ -4.874 14.416* 12.364 .652
_— ~ (-.016) (.06%) (.045)
History Ach . ' -
Baseline ) “ .601
' {Social Studies] ' :
1) 4 _2.923 T .601
(-.012) :
) " =4.921 h . 7.982* .601
) (-.020) ((+031)

.V< : ;- | f4€! i . .' \

(Continuéd)




Notes to Table 2-

-

‘e

Lo ———

o
Standardized coefficients are in parentheses.<

- T ¥
.]Predictor variables inciuded in the baseline equations are: Mother's o
Education: Father's 'Education; Race; Gender; SCAT Total oF Subtest Scores from the

ninth grade; and GPA's in the areas at issue.

2For all outcomes save the SAT-T, the total core inciudes the foreign
language component. For the SAT composite, we evaluate the core with and without
. the foreign language. area. S . :

* Coefficient equal to or greater than twice its standard errgr.

3
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Table 3

-8
Estimates of Additional Benefit from Conpleting the Final Course in t Core Areas

o Core Areas/Graqevzléven g Core Areas/Grade TVelve Rz
. .saT-v! [English]) “[Foreign] ' ., R -
(1) 2,965 10.264* » , : .689
. » (.007) ( 041) ' : .
o (English) {Foreign) o
(2) o 6.261 1.299 -4.001 . 13.406% .690
‘ (.015) . (.005) (~.012) (.057)
SAT-M ’ [Math]) = . [Science] _
(1) 22.887* 7~2.821 . - L .629
S - ‘( {068) C(-010) - 7
. : ' (Math] [Science] & \
(2) 3.706 _ -18.748* 39.619* 29.073* . <657
, S ¢.a11) - (-.064) (.155) C113) e,

2

SAT-T [(Total Core]2 ' ' 5‘ B
o) _ © 28.556* : ) -q S 738
' ' ( 062) o , N
5.703 o Q  55.368% T T 7 Y S

(.012) RS (=°97) .727'frn BT RS
’English Ach.  [English].:: [roteign] ."}ﬁ - SR
¢)) : - =1.811 - ;w “8.140% - | ST .647 .,
] (-.005) (.035) B " ‘
. ' (English] [Foreign]
.967 - =7.205% -3.208 22.685* . .650
(.002) (--031) (-»011) (.102)
. History Ach. [Social Studies)
(¢ - -18.146* ' _ - .604
- (-.059) ‘
' ~ [Social Studies]
-26.023* ‘ 10.166* . .605
(-.084) (.042) '

1 ‘ ] i
. In addition to the core areas 1ndicated, the prediction equations included
the fd‘lowing variables: Mother's Education; Father's Education; Race; Gender; SCAT

* Total or Subtelt Scores fro- the ninth grade- and GPA's in the areas at issue.

2In these evaluations, the Total Core 1ncludes the foreifhn language
component. .

. . .
Standardized coefficients in parentheses.

* Coefficient greater than or equal to twice its standard error.

% y ~
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Table 4

Differences in Predicted Levels of Test Performance,’
Co-paring Students Who Did and Did Not Complete All Core’
. o e Requirenents at Various GPA Levell."

. ‘

GPA
2.0 < 2.4 3.0 " 3.5
X Test Outcomes 4 | |
SAT-V ‘ -5.40 .31 18.90  31.05 “
3 SAT-M ' 211.00 9.47  40.19  65.78.
History Ach. -1.69 .23 3.0 5.51
English Ach. . -9.85 7.46  33.42  55.06
Y .

—_— ) )

The construction of the core used here-includes the foreign
language conponent. . s




e APPENDIX -, '
Q dry” ' . ‘ - . . . ”

‘Course Categories Used to Construct the New Basics Core Curriculum

| | <
English o o ' : Social Studies
. English 1 ' ' ’ : Social Studies /
English 2 » i ' ) “ Economics ’
"English 3 " ' ‘ U.S. Government (or "Civics")
English 4 "+ State/Local Government/History
Advanced Writing (1nc1udes journalism) Lo, Western Civilizatt{on/History
Advanced Reading (includes speed-reading) "~ '« Non-Western Civilization/History
'Advanced English . - -, Ancient/Medieval History -
-Literature: ‘Genre, Period . - : 20th Century History (includes
F-LiteratUre' Special Topic ) . . Current Events) '
R ool ‘ L & U.S. History 1! '
IR I - U.S. History 2
'Mathematics < . . S Law . ,
S T B R S . : Political Science
;\Ma;h 1 . IR - . History not elsewhere classified
Math 2 X o Do e
Math 3 wr . PR
Math 4 - B ' " Foreign Language
Geometry 1 ! , '
Geometry: Oth‘ v(Solid, Applied, etc.) . French 1 '
Algebra 1% /%, e 7. French 2
Intermed1ate:$%gﬁbna , . , _ B French_3f (French 3, French 4,
Trigonometr? % Advanced French, etc.)
Calculus . : ' o Spanish 1 K
Advanced Mathematiqs ' , ’ Spanish 2

Computer Sc;en Ao B , Spanis:‘?+ (Spanish 3, Spanish 4
<App11ed‘Mathe FE : : ‘ AdvadPed Spanish, etc%}’ :
Busipesso qhemQtica : German ‘1 . o
e} sewhere, classified , _.German 2 A
’ ’ German 3+ (German
Advanced; German,’fl_
Lat in 1} ' ' o

Latin 2+ (Latin 2, Latin 3 Latfu
etc. ) e y o _ . :
Other Languages (a Aebels) j&
. Foreign Languageg}nét elseuhere s
. - classified (e.g., Language and
: Culture) . o 4" P
7
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