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This paper analyzes the major currents of the recent American
educational reform movement. It performs this analysis through a

critique of a paradigmatic report entitled Nation at Risk: The

This report was issued in 1983

by the National Commission on Excellence in Education. The thesis
of the writer of this paper is that the recent American
sducational reform movement is hindering, rather than helping,

- true educational reform because the recommendations offered by A

’ﬁf t;Bi:k and subsequent reports generally call for a
ﬁedaubiiﬁg‘ﬁf educational effort within the present educational
- context without advocating any essential changes in educational

- structure, content, or methodology.




INTRODUCTION
’quEEiﬁﬁzaside any sense of sugpense,vlet_mékimmgdiatgly make
my Désitiahréleaf.'l think that, in the case of FEEEHENQMEFiEaﬁ '
educational reform, the cure is indeed worse than the gi;éasgg
Note that I‘dg not deny there is a sickness in American edﬁéatiaﬁ
,aﬁieh ﬁéeds to be remedied. Rather, whit I want to say is that
@#StkﬁEEEﬁt recommendations for putting American education aright

seem to me to be only recipes for aggravating the situation.

As a means of investigating the recent American educational
reform movement, I have chosen to concentrate on the analysis and

recommendations found in A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for

dQEariaggj Reform. This report was published in April, 1983, by
the National Commiszsion on Excellence in Education. The
Commission was appcinted by United States Secretary of Education
Terrel H. Bell and consisted of eighteen mémhérs who represented
such varicus educational constituencies as legislators,
,prafessars, college presidents, 5tateraﬁd local educational

‘administrators, etc. There was one teacher on the Commission.

';ﬁfat Risk has generally been considered to be
precedential for the scores of major reports on American
gdu:étiéh which have been published since its issuance. Many of
its veeaﬁmehsatians have already been carried into practice
{(Weinraub, 1585)- Having “ead most of the subsequent FEpaFtl aﬁa
 haviﬁg observed that they pﬁgpase essantially the same diagﬁasii

isk, I believe that a concentration on

kand Fgmedy as
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B Netion at Risk will provide a sufficient basis on which ta
eiuzidaté and critique the approach to American educational

reform that has been dominant for the past several years.

1S1S MENTALITY

B _Nation at Risk was written in apocalyptic tones. It opened

with this warning:

the educational foundations of our society are
presently being eroded by a rising tide of
mediocrity that threatens our very future as a
Nation and a people....If an unfriendly foreign
power had attempted to impose on America the
mediocre educational performance that exists today,
we might well have viewed it as an act of war
(National Commission on Excellence in Education,
1983, p. 5. -

This sense of emerpency has cantinued to characterize most of
the succeeding American educational reform reports. One of t4a

- latest to be issued said:

FPublic officials wheo propose budget reductions in
education at a time when the republic is handicapped
by the burden of an undereducated populace are

~ unthinkingly abetting an act of national suicide....
The storm warnings are unmistakable: Our society is
tﬁagbleé,“nur’eeaﬁgmy endangered, our democratic
values jeocpardized, our international leadership
- threatened, our educational system embattled
(National Commission or the Role -:d Future of State
Colleges and Universities, 1986, pp. 2-3).
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;g:Cgmﬁissicﬁ made‘eleaﬁ éf the cutset of its report that its
coricern about fﬁé deterioration of American education was
focused, Fi%gt‘é? all, on economic and geopolitical realities. It
was ua#ﬁied that, unless educational reform occurred, America
‘wouid Jésevits privileged position in world trade and

international affairs. Additionally, the ©-m;

ON Was concerned

about the erosion of domestic equalit. .7 wpportssity. It said:

Part of what is at risk is the s
this continent: All, repardless
economic status, are entitled -
the toouls fo developing their
mind and spirit to the utmost
Excellerce in Education, 1983,

zsade on

Thus, the pcals that seem to “s.2 sriwepn the Commission's
recommendations were dominance in ¥5e -~4#rnational sphere and
equity at home. It nay be wondereds what ber §he#e ié nat some
‘trace of paradox invelved in attempting to pursue simultaneously
the goals of dominance and equity. Yet, America has often been
ehéﬂaétgﬁized as a nation which has been able to emgraee both

éxtﬁémés of a contradiction at the same time.

Theycaﬁmissian grouped its FéEﬁNMEHﬂatiﬁﬁs under the headirgs
of content, standards and expectations, time, teaching, and
“leadership éﬁd financial support. Each of these sets of

 ;?EEQmmEﬁda§i§ﬁ§ will be considered in turn,
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?hé‘cammisgiun PéeammEﬁdeﬁ that all studEﬁts be reguired to
:“take E§uﬁges,iﬁ”tﬁe:“Fivé NEQ“EaEiés“:ih order to graduate from
high Eﬁhﬁﬁl;”ThiE would entail the completion of four years of
:_,Sﬁglish; thﬁeé'?eérs of Mathematics, three years of Science,
three years of Social Studies, and one-half year of Computer
Science. édéitiéﬁally, for the college-bound, two years of

F@Peigﬁ,Léﬁguage were strongly recommernded.

This recommendation seems te be predicated onm a belief that
Ivan Illzeﬁ once characterized as a myth, namely: “that
iﬁétﬁuetiah pProduces learning...j; that valuable learning is the
’Peéult of attendance; [andl that the value of learvning increases
with the amount of input® (Illich, 197@, p. S6). Requiring a
given number of years of exposure to a subject does not puararntee
ah'éehieyEMEﬁt of competerncy in that subject. It may be a
ﬁEEESEaPy condition for such competency, but it is rot a
suFFieiéﬁtraﬁe. %he Commission did not make this important
distiﬁetiaﬁ’iﬁ its report. Still, in response to the
Egmmissian’s’prﬁpésal. forty of the fifty states have enacted
iegislatién iﬁe&easiﬁg the number of required c@uﬁses in Evglish,
- Mathematics, NétgFaI sEiEﬁ§E; and Social Science. California's
 PEqui?EmEﬁt of four years of English, three yean af Mathematicg,'

twé yEiPs of Natural Scienee, aﬁd twg yEéFE af Saézal SciEﬁée i5~

tyniﬂai (Jahngeh, 1955).
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The “Fivengw Basics" which the Commissieon praposed sound
very much like the old basics, with the excepticon that something
in

onferernce

n

ealleéy“E@mputer'Seienee“ has beern added. At a
1984, 1 asked ﬁiltﬁﬁ~5§13beﬁg§ the Executive Director of the
Eﬁmmissiéﬁ, ffém HhEﬁEE this “Qﬁmpu?Eﬁ Science" recommerdation
had arisen. Was it suggested by one of the Commissioners, or by
ﬁﬁE‘QF the s?aFF, or perhaps by the testimory of ore of the
experts who had apﬁeareﬂ before the Commission? No, he said, it
came tﬁraﬁgﬁ nore of these charinels., Rather, the recommerndatior
had emerged because of the freguent expression of the need for a
knaﬁledgé of computers in today's society voiced by parents and
yéther members of the public who appeared at the Commission’s
meetings. While I would tentatively agree with sueh,a;ﬁéed, I
ﬁéﬁld also have expected a much more substantial research basis
fﬁr’a recommendation that every high school graduate be required
to spend one-half year devoted sclely to the study of samething
called "Computer Scierce."

erice"

U
™!

The Commission made clear what it meant by "Computer Sc

when it said:

The teaching of computer scierce in high school
should equip graduates to: (a) understand the
computer as an information, computation, and

- communication device; (b) use the computer in the

- study of the other Basics and for personal and work-
related purpasesg'ahd,tc)yuﬁderstahd~the world of
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omputers, electronics, ard related techncleogies (p.

One might Haﬁt to question not only whether the computer is best
studied”iﬁ the format of a corcentrated one-half year course, but
" alse ~— in light of the Commission's above-stated description -

- yﬁéEBEF thagvstady should in ?aét be termed "Computer Scierce" or
rather gamethiﬂgylike "Computer Studies” (on this pPaint, see Ehe
remarks of Reily, 1985, pp. 161-163). About twenty states have
enacted iegisiétiaﬁ or have proposals requirirng that stu§Eﬁts be
computer iitééate by the time they graduate from high school, or
that‘they complete a specific computer course in either

elrmentary or high school (Johnsorn, 1985),

PRdEDSE;E,EDNEERNING4§TQNQQED$,QND,EX&EQTQ?;D@S

"Thércahmissiﬁﬁ recommended that "schools, colleges, and
universities agépt more rigorous and measurable standards, and
higher expeétatiﬁﬁg for academic performarce and student canduct,
and that éﬁyéaﬁ,tgigj colleges and universities raise their
reauirémeﬁts Far admission" (p- 7). In cormection with this
recommendation, the Commission recommended a nationwide (but rot
’ Fede#é;)‘sfstém,éf standarized achievement tests, which "should
. be administered étkmaJEP-tFaﬁEiti@h peints from cne level of

Hsehngliﬁg to another and particularly from collepe to work" (p.

8.
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I have three problems Qith tﬁE§E~fEEﬁmm2ﬁdétiﬂﬁ§g Fiﬁst;~thé‘
é_Eamnissian made the,gﬁqualified‘assumptian‘that every one of thé
; ﬁare than twe thﬁﬁsand»nmeriééﬁ four-year colleges and
 un;veP§1t:§§ would have need to raigé its admission 5tahdaﬁds_ i
%thlﬁk this assumﬁt n is éléaﬁly‘questi@ﬁéble- Second, under the
iEQmMiEElﬂﬁ‘E PEEammEﬂﬂatlﬁﬁE for tighter admission standards, the
H §§1iey of Eélative ﬁpen access to public colleges and
universities fﬁy which anycone who meets a certain minimum
academic 5téﬁdgﬁd is admitted, butris subject to dismissal if he
or 5hek§aes not achieve and maintain a certain grade point
aVééége)”ﬂﬁuld be imperilled. Indeed, the implementatior of this
recemmendat iorn would Place considerable barriers in the way of

aehieving the Commission's stated poal of équality of educational

admissiah‘shéuld be granted largely or the basis of rationwide
standardized test scores. This assumes, fiﬁst of all, that the
missi§ﬁ4ﬁf ail colleges and universities is essentially the same,
and, secondly, that standardized test scores are better
‘~1ndi:atﬁﬁs of pﬁtentxal cocllepe sucecess tham are high school

i-}elags ranks. I think both of these assumptions are mistaken.

The Eﬁmmissiaﬁ Fgegmmendeﬂ that “Eigﬁifieaﬁtly more time be
aévateﬂ ta Iearﬁing the New Basiés.~fhis w;ll requ;re more

5 Effeetive use nf the exiating schaal day, a longer schoal day, or

e
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' é‘IEHQEhEhEé schﬁﬁluyeaﬁ“ (p. 29). The Commissior went on EQ
spe&ifiealiy‘régﬁmmeﬁd‘that‘leeal school distriects and state
légiglatuﬁés étréngiy consider adopting seven—-hour schoal days
and 202-day ta EEE—day schavl yeaﬁs. PEPhaps the most tell:ng

evaluation aF the w15dgm of this recommendation was that made Ey

& New York ynuth Just aFtEP A _Nation at Risk was issued. Hhéﬁw
asked FQF his comment on the Eammissiﬂh‘s‘Feéﬁmméﬁdatinns, the
youth Féspaﬁﬂedg “Yauﬂg pecple already dislike school, and théy
are going to make us hate it more" (Credibility Gap, 1983,
aection 1, p. 18). That youth implicitly put his finger on the
 ﬁEaFt of what is wrorng with the Commission's Proposals, namely,

assumption that more is better and that quant:ty leads ta

m‘

th

vquality.

'fhe Eﬁmmissiﬁﬁ found that "Too many teachers are being drawn
from tﬁefbaﬁfﬁm quarter of graduating high school and college
Etﬁééﬁté“i(p. 22) and hence recommended that "persons pPEpEPiﬁE
ta teach shauld be required to meet high educatlahal standards"
{p. 3@)‘ Recently published, validated research (Barger, Earger,
& Reaﬁden,VISBSD has ﬂemﬁﬁstratéﬂ that the Commission was in
errar in this Findiﬁg. The reason Far this error was that the
Eammissian had ext?apelatea Ehat; s;ﬁce mast StudEﬁtS ih h;ghi
;f,seh;al ‘who indicated an interest in poing into tEEEhiﬁg hadr

scored very low on nationwide standarized college aptitude tests,
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- most new teachers must be at the bottom of the academic barrel.
QfDésﬁite the fact that this Fiﬁding was in error, subsequent

Fepgﬁfs and the paﬁular press st;il cﬁhtinug to propagate the

- myth that new tea:herg are. subgfandaﬁd. More than thirty states

have enacted legislation §peeify;hg college courses that
prospective teachers must ;Qmplete; Fequiﬁing‘pfaf;EiEﬁey
examinations in basiﬁ skills and/or in subge:tg;thgy Rlan to
teach, or specifyiﬁgruﬁééﬁ what conditions distﬁictévmay ﬁiﬁé

norn—certified personnel (Johnson, 1985).

"Thé ﬁémmisaieﬁ alsco recommended that students preparing to
teach sh@uld dgmgnstvate cgmpetenee in an academic discipline.
Th;s recommendation has led to the issuance of twe PEﬁQ?£; which
prﬁp@sed that Uﬁdergﬁaduate teacher educatiﬁﬁ pragrams shaula be
ertirely abolished and that teaﬁhéﬁ education ihauld become an
ex:lusively gwaduate enterprise ‘Hclmes Eﬁﬂup, 1985; Carnepie
Task Force on Teachxﬁg as a Prafesﬁian, i%EE); The thaught béhind
these prapﬁsals is that studaﬁts shaulﬁ first nbtaiﬁ a degree iﬁ
an academic diseipl:ne and then pFQEEEd to the graduate or
professional level to be eduéiﬁad fGP teaehingi Hawgver, there 15’
ample evidence that unde#gﬁaduate teacher édueatieh programs
~eontinue to pr@duce :@mpetent teaehérs. ﬁlsa, it mxnht be argued -

‘£that being involved with teacher education at the same time thntvf

a :tudent is involved with his or her major andergraéuatg studi&:

is aetually an’ asset ﬁathéﬁ than a- liability.
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The Commission alsc recommerded that "Salaries for the
teaching professicor should be...performarce-based" (p. 3@). This
advocacy of merit pay caused initial adverse reaction from the
major American teschers' urnions (The Natioral Educatiorn
Association ard The Americar Federation of Teachers). They have
recently begun to be somewhat more tolerant of this idea. Their
major concerns center around what criteria will be used to
determirne who pgets merit pay and who will do the evaluatiorn for

the award of merit pay.

EROPDSALS CONCERNING LEADERSHIP _AND F AL _SUREORT

Under this heading the Commission recommended that educatcors
and elected officiale be held resporsible for providing the
leadership recessary for reform and that citizens provide the
fiscal support reeded to bring about this reform. While jt might
seem hard to quarrel with this recommendation, I would argue that
the problem with it is that the Commission was not specifice
encugh ir suggesting what kind of charnges in governance or fiscal
structures were needed to bring about referm. It recommended that
current structures and bodies should simply do better what they

were already charged with deing.

is essentially a conservative document. None
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of its major recommendaticrns called for radical change. What it
did call Tor woas simply more time spent orn the basice, more time
ire school, toupgher (but not essentially different) academic

starndards, more years of teacher preparation, and more money.

Te paraphrase the New York youth quoted earlier in this
papers if presert schoel strategy and tactics wre ineffective,
simply recommending more of the same is likely to make thivgs

t Rish

worse, rot better. Yet, neither A_Natior

rior the plethora
of reports which have followed in its wake have proposed anything
truly irmovative irn the way of educaticnal curriculum ar
instructional methodology. They have only recommerded measures

which would reinforce the statue quc.

It has been said that one who criticizes should be prepared
to offer a better alternative. I have suggested that doing
nothing o simply doing "more of the same” is not likely to
produce change. 1f a differert educaticnal "output"” is sought, it
seems that there are two pogeible choices: 1) the "input" to
education could be charped (this would affect who is to be
educated ard how much education they are to be offered), or 2)
the "processing” involved in education could be chanpged (this
would affect what is done in teaching and learning, how it is
done, ard who does it). Because I value the principle of equality

of educational opportunity, I would not like to see any

M
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diminution of the present "irput" to education. There debs soom
to me to be some hope in pursuing real charge irn the "processing”
involved in education. Just how this altermative weuld be
specified is beyond the scope of this paper. I believe it would
involve the applicatior of Deweyiar philescohy and Fiapetiarn
psychelogy. Eut, as to the presert course of "mere of the same®
in Americarn educatioral reform, I contivue to fear that this type

of cure is worge thar the dicease,
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