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“Improving teaching and learning is at the
heart of coherent education policy. The
reforms discussed in this book aim at that
end through the establishment of ambi-
tious goals, the alignment of policies so
that teachers and schools receive consistent
pressure and support for enhanced instruc-
tion, the provision of sufficient flexibility
to schools to meet the goals, and the incor-
poration of extensive professional develop-
ment. Applying the concept also involves
enlisting the participation and support of
parents, higher education, and employers
who provide incentives to students”—from
the Conclusion.

Much of the failure of recent policy effurts
to improve education can be attributed to
inconsistency, lack of unified purpose, and
an emphasis on low-level skills. This book
offers the first in-depth look at systemic
school reform, and shows educators at the
district, state, and federal levels how o coor-
dinate the various elements of policy infra-
structure around a new set of ambitious.
common goals for what students should
know and be able to do. Spousored by
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Preface

This book is about designing coherent education policy for public
elementary and sccondary schools. Its focus is primarily at the
state level, where formal responsibility for public education lies,
but it concerns federal and dis‘rict policy and school practice
as well. The word coherent, as defined by Webster’s Dictionary,
means “having the quality of holding together as a firm mass”
and “logically consistent.” Coherent education policies, there-
fore, nced to be congruent, to send the same messages, and to
avoid contradictions. The sense of a “firm mass” is especially
pertinent to the issues in this book — policies must not only be
compatible but they must also build on one another in some
way to form a larger whole. The idea of coherent policy is not
consistency for its own sake but consistency in service of spe-
cific goals for student learning. Coherent policy means giving
a sense of direction to the educational system by specifying policy
purposes. To the authors in this book, it means establishing high-
quality goals about what students shuuld know and be able to
do and then coordinating policies that link to the goals.
Why is coherent policy important? Much of the failure of
past policy cfforts to improve education can be attributed to in-
consistency and lack of unified purpose. Education policy in the
United States has been characterized by a lack of coherence and
an emphasis on low-level skills. The incoherence reflects our
multilevel, fragmented governance structure; the high volume
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xi1 Preface

of educaticn policy production at all levels, particularly in re-
form eras such as the 1980s; and a tendency to address each
problem with a distinct special program. Policies and projects,
often in conflict with one another, wash over the system with-
out substantial impact on the conventional and unambitious con-
tent and pedagogy characterizing many classrooms. Efforts to
integrate policies have been rare and generally focused on basic
skills, not on more challenging learning goals. So when some
urban school districts aligned their curriculum policies and as-
sessment practices, they anchored them to minimal competen-
cies. Many individual schools aim higher but find little support
for their ambition from the larger system: from textbooks that
water down content, from standardized tests that focus on iso-
lated skills, from teacher preparation programs that emphasize
credit collection over deep understanding of content and peda-
gogy. Less advantaged schools often lack the resources to buck
the system, and even schools that do reform find it hard to sus-
tain their efforts over time (Cohen, 1982; Smith and O’Day,
1991; Elmore, 1991).

Searching for more coherent policy has become part of
the policy discourse surrounding elementary and secondary edu-
cation. In the 1980s, leaders in California and a few other states
called for ambitious, common goals of student learning and
achievemnent and the close coordination of various elements
of the policy infrastructure around the outcome expectations.
Marshall S. Smith and Jennifer O’Day conceptualized and fur-
ther refined what they termed a “systemic” vision of reform that
would pair ambitious, coordinated state policies with restruc-
tured governance (Smith and O'Day, 1991). Numerous players
at all levels of government, as well as associations, foundations,
and other independent organizations, advocate and support this
change (for example, Nationa! Governors’ Association [NGA],
1991; Business Roundtable [BRT], 1992; National Council on
Educational Standards and Testing [NCEST], Appendix G,
1992). Dozens of states as diverse as Arkansas, Arizona, Ver-
mont, and Kentucky are involved, as well as national agencies
such as the National Science Foundation and the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education.
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The Purpose of the Book

The purpose of this book is to expand the policy discussion by
refining the definition of coherence and considering a number
of complex questions raised by the notion of coherent policy.
How politically feasible is the idea? What do we know about
the effects of more coherent instructional policy on teaching and
learning? How might the role of districts change if state policy
became more coherent? Are there examples of coherence that
provide lessons for K~12 education policy? What can we learn
from examples of more coherent policy in private schooling or
from discussions of more coherence among carly childhood edu-
cators? How does the actuality of the classroom pose challenges
for more coherent policy? How might more coherent policy
direction serve all students, especially the neediest?

Before describing the chapters that address these ques-
tions, it is important to note that, even in a book about coher-
ence, total congruence is lacking. It is a measure of the sophisti-
cation and complexity of the concept of coherent policy that there
is divergence in how the authors use the term coherence. One
difference concerns the extent to which the discussion of coher-
ent policy focuses primarily on state-level instructional policies:
curriculum frameworks, student assessment, instructional mater-
ials, and teacher professional development. Some authors propose
that coherent policy should not only orchestrate these Instruments
but also expand governance in the concept of coherent policy.
That is, although states would set ambitious expectations for
students and coordinate instructional policies around those ex-
pectations, they would also undertake reforms to provide a great
deal of freedom to schools in reaching those outcomes. Minimal
standards regulations that currently make up much of educa-
tion policy would be removed or revised so as not to restrict
flexibility. State instructional policies would be sufficiently ex-
plicit so as not to be vague, but not so detailed that they would
dictate day-to-day curricalum or constrain pedagogical choices.
Other authors concern themselves primarily with coherent in-
structional guidance. Restructured governance is not a central
topic of discussion, although these authors allude to various
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types of school flexibility within the more coordinated systems
they describe. A third approach places instructional guidance
somewhat in opposition to school-level flexibility, raising the
notion that coherent curriculum policy can stifle school creativity
and initiative. These different viewpoints indicate that decisions
about allocation of responsibilities are central to current reform
discussions. One wave of state-level reform in the 1980s focused
on state-level mandates and a second on school-level reforms,
while many of the current efforts to undertake “systemic” re-
forms center on combining the two trends and finding compati-
bility between central direction and school flexibility. Many of
the chapters address the advantages and likelihood of simulta-
neous centralization and decentralization.

The authors also differ in the extent to which they ex-
tend the concept of coherence beyond interrelated policies to
incorporate the match between policy and funding levels. Can
policy be coherent if funding is insufficient to meet children’s
needs? Resource adequacy is addressed most squarely in Chapter
Six; the gap between funding of and the national interest in early
childhood education is termed an “external inconsistency.”
Resources are key to many of the proposals for improving
elementary and secondary education, but the authors exhibit
more concern for distributional or equity issues than for the ade-
quacy of K-12 education funding. Does this mean that K-12
education resources are sufficient to support a more coherent,
ambitious approach to instructional guidance? The truth is that
we do not really know. In early childhood education, the mea-
sure of adequacy is the extent to which children are served. In
elementary and secondary education, where schooling is theo-
retically universal, adequacy relates to quality of service, not
to its presence or absence. We have had no way of judging
whether resources are adequate because we have had no con-
sensus on the goals we want to achieve and no standard by which
to judge quality. One of the most interesting aspects of coher-
ent policy as discussed in this book is the potential it offers for
understanding the link between quality and resources. Once
clear goals are established to provide direction for the system,
we should have a basis for determining which features of school-




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Preface xv

ing contribute to achievement of the goals and in what manner
they exert their influence. Then it may be possible to under-
stand the implications of school resources for student learning.

Overview of the Contents

In Chapter One, “The Politics of Coherence,” I focus on whether
more coherence can be expected from an extremely fragmented
and chaotic political system. Our multilevel, multicentered gov-
ernance structure and the electoral incentives that encourage
policymakers to focus on discrete rather than integrated poli-
cies pose severe challenges to the design of coherent policy. These
forces also suggest that even if policymakers are successful in
crafting a set of intersecting ambitious policies, the consistency
will erode over time as new concerns surface and new political
leaders feel the need to make their mark. It might seem that
only radical political reform aimed at rationalizing the system
can create a climate hospitable to coherence. However, I find
hope in recent policy efforts that provide proofs of coherence,
in the general cultural thrust toward more coherent instructional
guidance, in the willingness of states to experiment with new
structures, and in the political and strategic appeal systemic re-
form has to unite policymakers and educators.

David K. Cohen and James P. Spillane widen the scope
beyond the United States in Chapter Two, “Policy and Prac-
tice: The Relations Between Governance and Instruction.” They
contrast the dispersed authority and power structure in the
United States with education governance in other nations. The
authors then examine how various nations use a set of policy
instruments (instructional frameworks, assessment of student
performance, instructional materials, oversight of instruction,
and requirements for teacher education and licensure) that come
under the term “instructional guidance.” They conclude that
the consistency, prescriptiveness, and authority of instructional
guidance is greater in other nations with more coherent gover-
nance systems. Can this make any difference in teaching and
learning? The evidence to answer this question is sparse, but
what little exists suggests that more coherent guidance can be
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a positive influence on teaching and learning, if other, nonstruc-
tural factors are supportive. The last third of the chapter ex-
plores how culture and social organization intertwine with for-
mal governance to affect teaching and learning.

What if this nation does overcome political and other ob-
stacles and create more coherent guidance at the state or na-
tional levels? How might local school districts respond and in-
fluence school reactions? Richard F. Elmore’s chapter, “The Role
of Local School Districts in Instructional Improvement,” pro-
vides cautious optimism that more coherent higher-level policy
would trigger a constructive district response. Research on the
district role indicates that, historically, districts have not focused
on instructional improvement. District personnel have not been
staffed or organized in ways that promote attention to the is-
sue; they have not spent significant amounts of time on the is-
sue; they have overlooked onportunities to influence instruc-
tion; and they have passed key instructional decisions down the
hierarchy to the classroom, without offering much support or
reinforcement for what happens there. However, Elmore ar-
gues that it is quite likely that the incentive structure federal
and state policies currently provide to districts influences them
to attend more to fund accounting and rule compliance than
to key issues of instruction. If states focus policies around am-
bitious instruction, districts will have greater incentives to shift
to supporting schools in teaching and learning.

What examples do we have of more coherent approaches
to elementary and secondary education? What elements do they
include? In Chapter Four, William H. Clune’s “Systemic Educa-
tional Policy: A Conceptual Framework” describes several his-
torical problems with education policy: lack of improvement in
student achievement; investment in practices, such as small
decreases in class size, that are unrelated to achievement; and
policy fragmentation. The author then develops a conceptual
framework for systemic policy that grants a leading role to in-
dicators of educational outcomes, inputs, and process. Differ-
ing somewhat from authors who emphasize challenging instruc-
tional standards as the anchor for coordinated policies, Clune
argues that lagging uncertainty surrounding factors associated
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with student achievement necessitates comprehensive measures
that alert us to problems and provide hints about solutions. The
framework for systemic policy is then applied to the reforms of
several states and to Chicago’s restructuring.

The four chapters just summarized focus on the poten-
tia} benefits and feasibility of more cokerent policy in elemen-
tary and secondary education. The next two chapters take up
examples outside of public elementary and secondary educa-
tion that might inform the debate. In Chapter Five, “Student
Incentives and Academic Standards: Independent Schools as
a Coherent System,” Arthur G. Powell discusses the system of
independent schools and elite colleges guided by the College
Board’s common student standards and examination system that
existed prior to World War II. The ambitious standards were
expected of all students in these schools, who were diverse n
ability though not in social class. Several linked elements ac-
counted for the system’s capacity to promote student achieve-
ment, including a sustained, general consensus about the con-
tent of academic standards; translation of the standards into
credible examinations with predictable consequences; and the
strong, direct influence of the examinations on school curricu-
lum, teaching, and professional development. After the war,
democratizing influences led to college selection based on ta-
lent, not preparation, and the system of common standards col-
lapsed. An exception is the Advanced Placement Program, a
systemic approach but only for the most able students.

In Chapter Six, “New Directions for Early Childhood
Care and Education Policy,” W. Steven Barnett illustrates that
public policy regarding early childhood care and education
(ECCE) is particularly fragmented and inconsistent. Internal
inconsistencies are evident with respect to multiple programs,
each of which has different rules for eligibility and participa-
tion and different service characteristics. Changes in public policy
goals over time vastly enlarged target populations and the scope
of public policy, but policy continues to be made in the context
of existing agencies and through narrowly defined programs.
External inconsistency concerns the mismatch between resources
and programs and policy goals. Improving the coherence of
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ECCE policy would require increased resources as well as re-
structuring of government’s involvement in ECCE —moves that
face serious problems of practical politics. However, demo-
graphic changes signal increased political clout for those who
have a stake in enlarging and changing the structure of early
childhood policy.

Chapter Seven concerns classrcom realities that those who
dream of more coherent policy must face. Milbrey W.
McLaughlin and Joan E. Talbert’s “How the World of Students
and Teachers Challenges Policy Coherence” discusses students
as contex® for what happens in school. Educators’ subjective in-
terpretations of the realities students bring with them to school
influence every aspect of the school environment. Focusing on
“nontraditional” students, the chapter describes the objective con-
ditions of today’s students that have an impact on the school
and classroom and the subjective interpretations teachers con-
struct of these student features, particularly their academic
strengths and weaknesses. The authors argue that these differ-
ent constructions pose challenges for more coherent policy, be-
cause sim:lar polic,es affect students differently depending on
the context in which they are carried out.

However, an important rationale for systemic reform is
the hope it offers for greater cquity, for improving the school-
ing of the nontraditional students that Mcl.aughlin and Tal-
bert discuss. Chapter Eight, “Systemic Reform and Educational
Opportunity,” provides a powerful argument for more coher-
ence and higher standards. Jennifer A. O’'Day and Marshall S.
Smith argue that an emphasis on basic skills instruction and ini-
proved social and economic conditions contributed to a narrow-
ing of the achievement gap hetween minority and white stu-
dents, and to some extent between students at different levels
of economic advantage, between 1960 and the mid 1980s. To
continue such improvement, despite recent reverses in social
and cconomic trends, O’Day and Smith believe it is essential
to have a common set of high-quality standards for curricular
content and student performance. Establishing standards would
provide direction for the system, for students in disadvantaged
as well as advantaged schools. Coordinated policies would pro-
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vide the resources and other supports necessary for all to have
an equal opportunity to reach the standards. Comparisons of
resources and practices that are strongly related to achievement
of the standards—such as the quality and appropriateness of
curricular materials and the adequacy of teacher preparation—
would expose inequitable differences between schools, suggest
directions for assistance to low-performing schools, and
strengthen legal mechanisms to ensure equity. Finally, O‘Day
and Smith argue that equal opportunity is served when there
is sufficient participation in defining standards and enough lo-
cal flexibility to facilitate a curricular balance between the com-
mon culture and diverse perspectives of subgroups. If we had
common challenging standards, policy support in the way of
well-trained teachers and adequate materials, and accountabil-
ity tied to achievement on the standards, schools would be pres-
sured and supported in developing programs that maximize
achievement for all students.

Chapter Nine is a summary. While this introduction has
focused on differences among the chapters in emphasis and ap-
proach to coherence, the summary concerns the commor. threads
that span the various contributions. The conclusion focuses on
the feasibility and sustainability of coherent policies. It asks how
to create and use a supportive environment for more coherent
policymaking to sustain the complicated process of instructional
change envisioned by these new policies. It is our hope that the
chapters in this book will advance understanding about these
issues and provide insight into the design of coherent policy.
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The Politics of Coherence

Susan H. Fuhrman

The chapters in this book focus on the prospect of developing
coordinated educational policies around ambitious outcome ex-
pectations, an approach a number of authors label “systemic
reform.” Many political observers grect this idea with strong
skepticism. How can we expect such a rational approach —clear
definition of student learning goals and the purposeful integra-
tion of key policies to support those goals—from a system that
makes policies incrementally and in a disjointed fashion? (Lind-
blom, 1959; Wildavsky, 1974). Furthecrmore, the educational
governance system is particularly disorganized. Education is
funded and regulated by several levels of government, with mul-
tiple centers of authority at each level. Because each actor at
each level has unique preferences, pressures, and timelines, coor-
dinated policymaking would seem even harder to achieve in this
policy area (Cohen, 1982). Even if an initial set of well-crafted
aird mutually reinforcing policies are enacted, onc might cx-
pect that coherence would disintegrate over time as new poli-
cies are incvitably layered onto the system. After all, how can
a policy process familiarly characterized by policy scholars as
a “garbage can” (sce Cohen, March, and Olsen's (1976) analy-
sis of universitics) produce anything resembling well-designed
coherence?

This chapter explores the conditions under which we
might expect coherent policymaking to occur and factors that
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2 Designing Coherent Education Policy

might enhance the political incentives for such policymaking.
I begin by considering the idea of systemic reform from the
standpoint of the political challenges it poses. I then evaluate
the argument that these challenges reflect fundamental aspects
of the American political system. I first consider the notion that
only a fundamental redesign of the political system will create
fertile ground for coherent policymaking and then reject that
argument on several grounds. Finally, I explore opportunities
for more coherent policymaking within the famework of our po-
litical structure.

Systemic School Reform and Politics

Systemic school reform, as explored in other chapters of this
book, includes three major elements (Smith and O’Day, 1991;
Consortium for Policy Research in Education, 1991). The first
is the establishment of ambitious outcome expectations for all
students, including specification of the knowledge and skills to
be expected of every student. Standards would be set at a high
level, requiring deep understanding of subject matter and so-
phisticated reasoning ability. The second is the coordination of
key policies in support of the outcome expectations, which would
be reflected in curriculum frameworks that lay out important
topics and understandings. Student assessment, instructional
materials, teacher licensing, and staff development would all
be tied to the frameworks. In that manner, key policies would
send coherent messages about instruction (see Cohen and Spil-
lane, in this book). Third, the governance system would be re-
structured to support high achievement by according schools
more flexibility in meeting the needs of their students. Higher
levels of governance would focus on outcome definition and ac-
countability and remove constraints on school practice. Schools
would determine the instructional strategies most likely to foster
student achievement of outcome goals.

All levels of governance —local school districts, states, and
the federal government — might undertake outcome definition
and coordination of key policy instruments. Presently many dis-
tricts and states are making such efforts, and the governors and
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the administration have urged Congress to support a national-
level standard-setting activity. Considerations about the poli-
tics of systemic reform are therefore relevant to several levels
of government. However, my comments focus primarily on
states, since they have both constitutional responsibility for edu-
cation and the jurisdiction over both precollegiate and higher
education necessary to achieve policy integration.

The approach suggested by systemic reform is relatively
new in this country, where explicit consensus about outcomes
has yet to be reached. In consequence, many individual schools
aim for ambitious outcomes and are ultimately undermined by
a systemn that fails to send clear signals in support of such learn-
ing (Smith and O’Day, 1991). But the idea of multiple policies
coordinated around high-level expectations for student learn-
ing is embodied in the policy systems of many other industrial-
1zed nations (see Cohen and Spillane, in this book). In the few
states that have embarked on this path, initial experience indi-
cates that the new coordinated policies are exerting some posi-
tive leverage on classroom content (Marsh and Odden, 1991;

Cohen, 1991). Furthermore, the idea has a strong rational ap-
peal to it.

Systemic reform is built around two supremely logical no-
tions: societal decision about outcome goals and coordination
of important policy instruments.

Outcome Goals

The systemic reform strategy suggests that a policy decision be
made at the state level about what society wants students to learn,
departing from the current practice of leaving determination
up to individual teachers and schools. At present schools and
districts, more often than net, defer to textbook publishers’ ta-
bles of contents for decisions about which topics to include in
curricula and let standardized testing define the skills children
should learn. Neither texts nor tests encourage a focus on high-
level skills (T'yson-Bernstein, 1988; Fredericksen, 1984; Arch-
bald and Newmann, 1988). In fact, in the absence of cxplicit
consensus about outcomes, the system puts a de facto emphasis
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on low-level skills that are familiar and relatively easy to teach
(Smith and O’'Day, 1991). Furthermore, because clear direc-
tion is lacking, the system has no authentic means of judging
its progress. Instead of deciding what level of performance stu-
dents should attain and then judging the success of individuals,
schools, and systems against that standard, we have relied on
relative measures of performance. Standardized testing indicates
how many are above and below average but not whether the
average is good or what level of performance would be worth
striving for. In addition, since the system lacks substantive goals,
there is little substance in resource allocation decisions (Odden,
1991). Formulas or traditional expenditure patterns typically
drive the allocation of spe.:ding increases and cuts, rather than
decisions about how money should be used. The system has not
yet determined how to use resources effectively because it has
not defined effectiveness in education.

Policymakers have avoided central (for example, state-
level) determination of outcome expectations by summoning up
the hallowed educational tradition of local control. But in fact,
deep confiicts over the purposes of education have made policy-
makers wary of opening goal discussions (Tyack, 1976, 1992).
In our increasingly diverse society, there are many differences
of opinion about what should constitute a core body of content
learned by all students. Should it focus mainly on Western civili-
zation; pay equal homage to the various histories, heroes, and
heroines; permit choices about focusing on particular cultures,
depending on location? By letting content expectations devolve
to the school, policymakers can evade such difficult decisions.
Furthermore, if, as some analysts assert, society’s interest in edu-
cation lies primarily in credentialing in a way that preserves
economic and social inequity, there is little reason to bother with
content expectations. (See, for example, Bowles and Gintis,
1976.) Others argue that since knowledge is tentative and con-
structed by individuals in specific contexts, it would be coun-
terproductive to specify knowledge expectations for an entire
society, no matter how worthy the expectations.

For the most part, educators have not challenged the sta-
tus quo, the absence of policy-level outcome expectations. In
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fact, many have argued strongly against “policy interference”
of this nature in the past (for example, Wise, 1979; McNeil,
1986). They are highly skeptical that policymakers can develop
ambitious and challenging standards with respect to student
achievement. The purpose of state-level standards or outcome
expectations would be to spur the system, to set a goal toward
which all students would aspire; yet politically determined stan-
dards are typically not challenging but minimal in nature.

Politicians set standards at levels fairly readily achieved
with current capacity. When they are set too high, the back-
lash from implementors, who feel unfairly held to an impossible-
to-attain standard, can be politically intolerable. Also, enforc-
ing high standards would likely surpass the capacity of most
regulatory bodies (McDonnell and Elmore, 1987). Furthermore,
high standards may be met by demands for additional resources
by those expected to meet the standards, making politicians ap-
prehensive about launching the cycle.

In education, there are additional reasons to expect stan-
dards to be set at a minimal level. Since content or outcome
expectations typically have been left up to-individual schools
and teachers, policymakers have focused educational standards
on school processes and practices such as class size or course
offerings. Many local educators, buoyed by the findings of edu-
cation research that process requirements can interfere with the
school-level discretion necessary for excellent practice, complain
that such standards are intrusive. Policymakers have tried to
minimize intrusion by setting process requirements at levels al-
ready exceeded by most districts.

Believing that government is incapable of making enlight-
ened education policy, some educators have foresworn reform
efforts that rely on policy and instead pin hopes for educational
improvement on individual school efforts (Cuban, 1984). Mis-
trust of policymakers is balanced by belief in school-level per-
sonnel. Evidence from years of research on effective, improv-
ing, and restructured schools suggests that individual schools
can develop highly stimulating learning environments without
help from, or even in spite of, policy efforts (Cohen, 1983; Pur-
key and Smith, 1983; Elmore, 1990b). The best policy can do,
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many reformers argue, is to get out of the way, to remove the
barriers to school excellence posed by excess process regulation.
(See the request for proposals, New American Schools Devel-
opment Corporation, for this view of policy and school improve-
ment.) Some go further. Chubb and Moe (1990) argue that
removing policy barriers is not sufficient; instead, the policy sys-
tem, which they view as incapable of refraining from interfer-
ence, must be removed from influencing schooling entirely. They
propose market control as a substitute.

Of course, neither markets nor radical restructuring of the
public system are likely to eliminate the need for regulation and
policy, for equity reasons as well as others (Elmore, 1991b; Con-
sortium for Policy Research in Education, 1992). More impor-
tant than the issue of whether it would be feasible to dispense
with pciicy, however, is the question of whether writing off policy
is desirable. It is highly unlikely that a school-by-school approach
to reform will lead to improvement in all 100,000 American
schools. Without policy system support for ambitious outcomes,
school-level efforts are rarely sustained. Changes in individual
schools rarely spread to others (Elmore, 1991b). In addition, in-
dividual school reform comes last to the least advantaged schools,
where time and resources arc lacking. (See O’'Day and Smith
in this book.) To achieve improvement throughout the system
in an equitable manner, therefore, requires policy support.

Finding a way to make policy leadership possible, to break
the patterns of avoidance of goal consensus and the focus on
minimal standards, becomes then a question of utmost impor-
tance for the entire educational system. Educators may believe
it is in their self-interest to kecp policymakers out of educational
business, but what is truly in their self-interest is to support a
conception of policy that would undergird rather than under-
mine school-based improvement. The alternatives may be grim:
a few excellent schools amidst a failing system or cven aban-
donment of the public system and the privatization of schooling.

Coordinated Policies

The systemic reform strategy also proposes that policies should
be aligned with outcome expectations. It suggests departing from
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the current practice of fashioning a separate program for each
educational problem because the individual projects, no mat-
ter how uniquely worthy, seldom reinforce on:. another and fre-
quently send different, even conflicting, messages to schools.
Education policy is characterized by contradiction and ambi-
guity. For example, most current teacher certification and evalu-
ation requirements stress generic skills and not ability to teach
the subject matter content students must know. Programs for
students with special needs pull them away from the mainstream
curriculum, fragmenting not only their education but the work
of teachers and administrators. Staff development frequently
consists of one-shot workshops on “hot” topics that are unrelated
to each other or to the fundamental instructional and pedagog-
ical issues teachers face daily.

The rationality of integrated policy based on deliberate
goals is at once the appeal and the Achilles heel of systemic re-
form. The elements of consensual decision and policy coordi-
nation seem beyond the capacity of our political system. In fact,
some argue that as our political system functions it deliberately
thwarts decisiveness and coordination.

For politicians to lead consensus about outcomes and de-
velop coordinated policy, they would have to favor agreement
over unique positioning; open up deep value issues, for exam-
ple, about multiculturalism in educution, generally left hidden;
refrain from making new policies that change direction and
fashioning discrete projects that benefit key constituencies; take
a long-term perspective that allows time for policies to exert
effects before they are evaluated or changed; invest in capacity
building for schools and teachers despite the absence of immedi-
ate, visible payoff from such investment; and work closely with
education policymakers across branches and levels of govern-
ment and sectors of education (Fui.rman, 1990; Fuhrinan and
Elmore, 1990a; McDonnell and Elmore, 1987). Admirable at-
tributes such as restraint and patience are thought to be in short
supply among political leaders, not because of any innate short-
comings but because the system provides incentives for oppos-
ing traits. The system attracts and rewards action, not restraint,
and cagerness, not patience.
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System Characteristics and Policymaking

At least four characteristics of the political system relate to frag-
mented policymaking: the segmented organizational structure;
the emphasis on elections; policy overload; and specialization.
The first is structural; the second is procedural; the third and
fourth have both structural and procedural aspects and are
closely intertwined with each other and with the first two aspects.

A Fragmented System

The fragmentation of our political system makes it very difficult
for policymakers to coordinate with one another or to develop
consensus across all levels. Separate branches of government
that check and balance one another exist at each level, each oper-
ating according to its own schedules and rules, its members
swayed by incentives related to institutional membership and
maintenance rather than the functioning of the entire system.
Opportunities to work with policymakers in other institutions
do not naturally occur or may require facilitation through the
creation of new institutions, further increasing the structural
complexity. Educational governance is particularly complex. Not
only are three levels of government (federal, state, and local)
making education policy but also separate structures at each level
that date from the Progressive era emphasize isolating educa-
tion from partisan politics. So at the state level, both state legis-
latures and state boards perform legislative duties, and at.the
local level, both municipalities and school districts influence
school governance and funding.

The fragmentation by branches of government was a
deliberate invention of founders anxious to escape the tyranny
that had existed under English rule and prevent any aggrega-
tion of power, even democratically derived power. The ironies
resulting from such deliberate thwarting of coordination abound.
When institutions are not responsive (at least in part because
fragmentation impedes coordinated solutions to problems),
popular movements lead to new institutions that bypass the im-
penetrable structures. The new structures never go away but
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add, like fossil layers, to the system’s stra‘a, increasing its frag-
mentation and, in turn, its unresponsiveness (Morecne, 1990).
The fragmentation, reflecting pessimistic distrust of both peo-
ple and government, frustrates but does not extinguish a con-
tinual popular yearning to use policy to solve societal problem.,,
reflecting a fundamentally optimistic view of government ruled

by people (Cohen, 1991).
Focus on Elections

A second characteristic of our system that thwarts rational pol-
icymaking is the emphasis on campaigning and election. The
“electoral connection,” a priority on reelection above policy or
instituticnal improvement goals, is probably most apparent in
Congress where livelihood and career depend on staying in
(Mayhew, 1974; Fenno, 1973). However, as state legislatures
are in session longer and thus have more full-time, career poli-
ticians, and as the weakening of political parties makes elec-
tions more candidate centered, “the permanent campaign” is also
a characteristic of most state houses (Salmore and Salmore, 1990;
Rosenthal, 1989).

Although the phenomenon of emphasis on election is most
applicable to legislatures, especially lower houses where two-
year terms mean literally constant campaigns, executive-branch
elected officials face similar imperatives. Career politicians must
be reelected to keep their jobs and can no longer depend on par-
ties, which have progressively lost strength in the face of a more
educated electorate, technologically sophisticated campaigns,
government largesse that makes machines redundant, increas-
ing reliance on primaries for nominee selection, reform, and
reapportionment. Instead, candidates must make their own im-
pressions on voters, using their policy and institutional rojes in
office.

The priority put on elections has numerous consequences
for democratic governance. One frequently discussed is the cam-
paign finance issue — as elections focus on the individual candi-
date’s message and as the cost of getting that message across
rises, especially through media, candidates spend more time
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raising money. The more money needed, and the more wide-
ranging the fundraising efforts, the more the risk of conflicts of
interest. Just as serious are the “electoral connection’s” effects on
policymaking and policy, which fall into three general categories.

Because impressions on constituents take priority, poli-
ticians seek ways to distinguish themselves from their colleagues
rather than avenues to cooperate in group decisions. They deal
in what Mayhew (1974, pp. 54-59) calls “particularized ben-
efits,” pork barrel projects or other “goodies” that particularly
help their own constituencies and are clearly traceable to their
originators, unique, discrete policies to which they can attach
their name. Building on or fine-tuning an existing policy area
brings less credit than doing something new and more visible.
Taking a position is more important than resolving a problem
(Mayhew, 1974) so they spend more energy getting on the record
than in building coalitions and mobilizing support.

A second consequence of the preeminence of elections is
the circumvention of controversial and difficult issues that up-
set elements of the electorate. Avoidance can take many forms,
including deferring decisions to initiative and referendum, enact-
ing vague legislation so that hard decisions are passed along to
implementing bureaucrats, and transforming zero-sum or redis-
tributive issues into unnecessarily expensive programs in which
no one loses (Salmore and Salmore, 1990). The classic educa-
tion policy example is the “hold harmless” approach to school
finance reform. Equalization for poorer districts i generally at-
tempted through leveling up with additional state aid. The alter-
native, removing aid from wealthier districts—or, even more
extreme, recapturing some of the tax base of wealthier districts —
is too politically difficult in most states. Only in the very recent
past has severe state fiscal crisis pressured politicians to risk more
redistributive approaches when courts mandate equalization.
However, the politics of redistribution have been so acrimoni-
ous in Texas and New Jersey that leaders in other states may
continue to seek non-zero-sum resolutions. Less than complete
equity may result, but the damage to political careers may be
contained. (See Clune, 1992, and Yudof, 1991, for discussions
of “substantial cquity” approaches.)
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Finally, because of the emphasis on election, politicians
are attracted to the type of policies that are most easily used
as campaign issues: policies with immediate effects and clear
benefits (“sound bites”) are simpler to explain than longer-term
efforts with more diverse or remote benefits. Subtlety loses out
to flashiness; careful developmental efforts lose out to quick
pushes that have less chance of success because the developmen-
tal groundwork was lacking.

Policy Overload

A third characteristic of the system that thwarts coordination
is the overload of policy issues. As more and more areas of life
become subject to governmental action, policymaking and im-
plementing institutions become busier and more pressured.
Issues—clean air and water are good examples—that were not
even on the government’s agenda as recently as a quarter cen-
tury ago are now key subjects for debate and decision. Within
education, over the last decade most states made policy on a
number of important education issues—such as teacher salaries
or the nature of student assessment — for the first time, subjects
that had generally been left to local educators in the past. For
example, although only a handful of states concerned themselves
with teacher salaries prior to 1980, by 1986 thirty states had
mandated minimum salaries (Darling-Hammond and Berry,
1988). During the 1984-1990 period, mary states expanded the
scope of or changed the design of their testing programs. By
1990, forty-seven states tested or required districts to test elemen-
tary and secondary students (Coley and Goertz, 1990).
Although states expanded their policy purview, local dis-
tricts did not constrict their own activities in response. There
was no zero sum game. Local districts made more policy as well
(Fuhrman and Elmore, 1990b). More policy led to more policy.
When so much is on the plate, each item gets less attention,
ard the sheer volume increases the likelihood that policies will
tumble out, without any necessary connection to a long-range
strategy or to one another. The expanding agendais a procedural
issue, but it has structural implications. One way to deal with
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the increase is to create new entities; hence, new regulatory bod-
ies are established for environmental issues and states create
boards and task forces for new education issues.

Specialization

A traditional strategy for managing the complexity that comes
with too much work is specialization: the fourth system charac-
teristic that promotes policy fragmentation. It reflects not only
the expansion of the governmental role but also the emphasis
on election. Specialization creates more arenas in which politi-
cians can claim credit and impress voters. Consequently, legis-
lative commiittees and subcommittees multiply and narrow their
jurisdictions; special boards and commissions are created; new
agencies are established. For example, in sixteen states, at least
one legislative chamber has separate committees for higher edu-
cation and for elementary and secondary education, and in five
of those states, each house has separate committees for the levels
of education. Constituencies reflect the jurisdictional splinter-
ing and specialize in the work of particular bodies. Whether legis-
lative or administrative in origin, experts with increasingly nar-
row perspectives craft policies. Experts in a particular subfield
have few incentives to consider interaction with policies in other
specialized subfields or effects on other aspects of a policy area.
Although bills often contain multiple provisions crossing many
policy subareas, they are typically omnibus in nature, containing
collections of discrete programs rather than integrated approaches
to policy problems. Omnibus bills generally permit each col-
lection of legislative specialists to make its impression on the
electorate; unlike integrated approaches, such bills do not re-
quire trade-offs that allow some to get credit at others’ expense.

The result of these factors is that a system designed to
disperse power has evolved to further exacerbate the splinter-
ing. As parties weakened in the postwar cra, so did much of
the glue that bridged structural segmentation. A growing em-
phasis on election, an increasing policy burden, and the speciali-
zation that accompanies both have contributed to policymaking
that focuses on narrow issue dimensions, avoids controversy,
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and attracts attention. It is not surprising that education policy,
like other policy areas, is characterized by magic bullets rather
than comprehensive strategies.

Systemic Reform Withir the Current Political System

Naunted by the manner in which the system promotes fragmen-
tation, some observers have relinquished ideals of coherent
policymaking, taking on the comfortable cloak of skepticism
many policy analysts come to wear. To avoid disappointment,
they expect little and, forsaking dreams of societal improvement
through policy, they set their sights low. They hope that the
incremental, meager accomplishments dripping from a system
they see as hopelessly muddled will at least, in the words of Hip-
pocrates, “do no harm.” Other reformers are much more ambi-
tious. Equally dubious about the policymaking prospects of our
political system, they turn not to despair but to invention and
advocate redesigning our political system to make it less {rag-
mented, more efficient.

Proposals for radical political reform take scveral forms.
From time to time, reformers have looked wistfully at the parlia-
mentary models of other democracies, which appear to offer
greater coordination and accountability through the union of
the legislative and executive branches. Although few would en-
tirely abandon our founding principles, a number of approaches
for greater interbranch coordination have been suggested. For
example, our system could be modified to make Housc of Repre-
sentative terms coterminous with presidential terms and place
members on the same ticket with the president and vice presi-
dent, or the president could select part or all of his cabinet from
Congress (Cutler, 1980). Counterpart reform notions could be
fashioned at the state level. In another approach to reform, some
commentators have urged longer terms for House members and
state legislators, arguing that it is the short term that exacerbates
the emphasis on clection (Sundquist, 1984; Rosenthal, 1989).

The current incarnation of radical reform is the move-
ment to limit the terms of state legislators and members of Con-
gress. Only three states, California, Colorado, and Washington,
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have imposed term limits as of this writing, but forty-five states
considered such legislation in 1991. In 1992, term limitation
appeared on the ballots of fourteen states (Kurtz, 1992). Re-
formers assert that limiting the number of elections in which
incumbents are eligible will increase turnover, open up oppor-
tunities for women and underrepresented minorities, and pro-
vide pools of experienced politicians for other electoral offices.
Term limits would improve policymaking, providing a periodic
influx of fresh ideas and reducing the focus on pleasing narrow
constituencies that comes with the constant quest for reelection.
Reformers would break the electoral connection by eliminat-
ing the possibility that legislative service could become a career.
Without the connection between office and livelihood, it is ar-
gued, politicians have more incentive to focus on policy accom-
plishment rather than credit claiming.

Each proposal for radical reform can be met by counter-
arguments suggesting that the link between such reforms and
more logical policymaking i less than certain. Parliamentary
systems may seem less messy and less likely to be gridlocked,
yet a look at Great Britain indicates that party changes can bring
dramatic policy reversals that undermire stability (Mann and
Orenstein, 1981). The idea of lengthening House terms seems
appealing until one looks at the Senate, which, according to
columnist Al Hunt, offers “one clear refutation of the premise
that longer terms produce a more thoughtful, farsighted legis-
lative body” (1992, p. 273). Term limitation may detract from,
not add to, the ability of legislators to reach consensus and de-
velop consistent policy. For example, some argue that consensus
building would suffer through the further weakening of legisla-
tive leadership, already a casualty of the decline of parties. Term
limits would, it is asserted, undermine leadership strength by
creating pressure for rotating leadership among short-termers
all wanting a chance at a position and by curtailing the value
of a remaining remnant of leadership power, control over legis-
lative campaign fundraising (Rosenthal, 1989). Many worry that
term limits would eliminate institutional memory, making the
ideal of consistent policymaking over time patently unattaina-
ble. Either members would approach policy problems entirely
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de novo, exacerbating the project mentality that currently char-
acterizes much policymaking, or they would defer to the greater
experience of staffers and lobbyists, increasing the sway of
nonelected officials at the expense of the people’s representatives.

Concerns about the effects of radical reforms on the repre-
sentativeness of government constitute a second major category
of objections to the notion of political restructuring. No matter
how uncoordinated, piecemeal, fragmented, project centered,
and irrational our political system is, it is a very responsive sys-
tem. The emphasis on reelection means that voters are impor-
tant. Observers of the term limitation movement note that Costa
Rican legislators, limited to only one four-year term, do virtu-
ally no casework on behalf of constituents (Kurtz, 1992). In con-
trast, American congressmen pay considerable attention to con-
stituent service and thus, although they make policy less than
neatly, they also hear public opinion, arguably a more impor-
tant trait. As Mayhew (1974) asserts, “At voicing opinions held
by significant numbers of voters back in the constituencies, the
United States Congress is extraordinarily effective” (p. 106).
Similarly, separation of powers may lead to stalemate when the
president and Congress stand off, but the system docs provide
a variety of paths for the expression of opinion. Mann and Oren-
stein (1981) say that. because of separation of powers, “many
constituencies have a voice —and the outcomes. more often than
not, are the better for it.”

A third ground on which to reject the notion of radical
reform rests on the “if it ain’t broke, don't fix it” theory. In ad-
dition to being responsive, and flexible and resilient enough to
see the nation through 200 years of history, the American po-
litical system is not so hostile to logical ideas that they never
prevail. Despite the fragmentation and the muddle, logical so-
lutions to policy problems are crafted, reforms occur, nonin-
cremental change is made. For example, at the national level,
Polsby (1990) identifies three periods of intense congressional
activity over the last fifty years, periods when Congress “focuses
its energies effectively, and undertakes policy innovation” (p.
30). He includes the New Deal (1933-1936), the creation of war-
time agencies in Washington between 1939 and 1946, and the
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New Frontier-Great Society (1963-1969). Although many years
of stalemate fell in between, during these spurts of policymak-
ing the Congress, the institution most criticized for overemphasis
on elections and for fragmentation, showed “high productivity
and strong coordination” (p. 29).

The power of ideas to influence the political process may be
on the increase. To the extent that policymaking revolves around
intellectual argument as opposed to constituency pleasing, it can
be argued that the process is becoming more rational despite
appearances to the contrary. It may be that as parties continue
to weaken and as fragmentation related to candidate-centered
politics and specialization increases, ideas become more impor-
tant as a source of cohesion or glue. Ideas form a rallying point,
a foundation for the formation of coalitions, one of the few re-
maining bases for unified action. Also, as policymaking becomes
more complex and encompasses more technical and specific
areas, the role played by experts who generate policy ideas in-
creases.

Analysts are increasingly likely to attribute policy accom-
plishments to the strength of argument. For example, King
(1990) argues that the “highly non-incremental lurches forward
in public policy in the 1970s and 1980s,” such as airline deregu-
lation, were, in large measure, due to the climate of opinion,
to the importance of ideas “whose time has come” (pp. 299-301).
“Substantive policy information,” in Sabatier’s (1991) words,
typically enlightens policy discussion, gradually changing de-
cision makers’ views of problems and solutions (Weiss, 1977,
Lindblom and Cohen, 1979) and also directly contributing to
policy decision (Derthick and Quirk, 1985). Those who trade
most in policy ideas — policy professionals, specialists, or entre-
preneurs—are influential in {raming alternatives, latching so-
lutions to problems, and identifying windows for action (King-
don, 1984), although crises, dramatic changes in indicators,
symbolic events, and the like can transform issues into prob-
lems waiting for solutions. Also, experts forge links across levels
of government; they interact with people with shared expertise
in specialized areas of policy. These “issue-skilled” individuals,
inside and outside of government, share substantive knowledge
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in loose networks that help to overcome fragmentation (Heclo,
1978). Ironically, however, the very specialization that gives
value to expert knowledge exacerbates the fragmentation that
expert knowledge helps alleviate.

Evidence of the influence of ideas may be found in the
increasing willingness of policymaker associations to traffic in
them. Associations support the spread of policy ideas from state
to state and among levels of government, giving them more air-
time, exposure, and sway. During the education reform move-
ment of the 1980s, specific reform ideas spread with unprece-
dented rapidity. For example, forty-one states increased high
school graduation requirements between 1983 and 1985, a diffu-
sion rate more than four times the historical rate for state poli-
cies without specific federal impetus. The uniformity in reform
approach and the rapidity of spread reflects, in large measure,
the work of national organizations that represent state policy-
makers. The Education Commission of the States (ECS), the
National Governors’ Association (NGA), and the National Con-
ference of State Legislatures (NCSL) recommended specific
policy directions, translated research, and provided technical
assistance (McDonnell and Fuhrman, 1985).

For a number of general state government policymaker
associations, a focus on substantive state-level policy solutions
is relatively new. For example, the NGA used to concentrate
on lobbying the federal government on behalf of states. In the
1970s it shifted toward improving governors’ performance through
publications and workshops on the process of governing. In the
late 1970s, increasingly dissatisfied with relying on Washing-
ton for solutions to state problems, a number of governors be-
gan pressing the NGA for more information about state-based
initiatives. Education was the first such issue to which the as-
sociation turned its attention. In 1985, NGA chairman Lama
Alexander, who later became President Bush’s secretary of edu-
cation, convened a task force of all the governors to address edu-
cation reform. His effort was the first NGA study to involve
all fifty governors; education reform, by that time surrounded
by growing urgency, was a popular choice (Fuhrman and El-
more, 1990a).
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Association focus on policy ideas both reflects and rein-
forces the importance of ideas in the political process. The or-
ganizations would not invest significant resources in research,
publication, networking, and technical assistance on the sub-
stance of important policy issues if their members did not view
such information as increasingly necessary. In turn, by focus-
ing on information dissemination of this type, the associations
underline the fact that political skills can no longer suffice.
Policymakers need ideas and substantive know-how as well.

Examples of coordinated policymaking offer a final an-
swer to the hypothetical argument that radical political reform
must precede rational policy reform. Systemic education reform
efforts in a number of states indicate that challenging outcomes
and coherent policymaking are possible without fundamental
political reform. California, the nation’s most diverse state, has
over the last several years reached consensus on what should
be taught in key subject areas. The resulting curriculum frame-
works are the anchor to which student assessment, instructional
matcrials adoption, and staff development are tied in an inte-
grated fashion. Kentucky, given a clean slate by a court decision
that invalidated the state’s current education system, designed
an education system based on challenging outcome expectations
and linked accountability through new assessments of the out-
come expectations. Although the court mandate greatly facili-
tated a systemic redesign by removing the entrenched status quo,
the political system that produced a coherent and ambitious
educational reform was not itself redesigned. It could have
produced a piecemeal set of replacement reforms and structures,
but it did not. Other states are moving on similar paths, with-
out court rulings of the Kentucky variety. Arizona and Ver-
mont are developing new assessment linked to ambitious stu-
dent expectations; South Carolina is producing sophisticated
curriculum frameworks around which to coordinate other state
policies; Arkansas passed legislation calling for the development
of standards and the integration of state policies in support of
the standards. Almost all the states have applied to the National
Science Foundation’s Statewide Systemic Initiatives Program
for support, to be matched by state dollars, to coordinate poli-
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cies around ambitious goals in math and science. Recent state
efforts bear watching to see if they will be sustained by the next
set of leaders and those that follow them. But their very exis-
tence indicates that coherent policymaking of the type explored
in this book is politically feasible within the current system. (See
Levinson and Massell, 1992, for a review of these policy efforts.)
Radical political reform is neither desirable nor necessary
as a precursor to more coherent policy development. Fundamen-
tal political reform proposals have uncertain effects and may
undercut the greatest strength of our system, its responsiveness
to the electorate. Furthermore, policy ideas—even highly ra-
tional ones — are enacted despite the system’s fragmentation and
irrationality. In fact, as power becomes increasingly dispersed,
ideas exert increasing influence, particularly ideas that can bridge
varied constituencies and offer some cohesion to the system. Sys-
temic school reform may be the type of policy approach that
forges links among constituencies and factions, an idea that will
be explored in the following section. Even though the rationality
of coherent policy seems at odds with American politics, recent
policy efforts in several states offer existing proof of coordinated
education policymaking in support of ambitious outcomes.

Opportunities for More Coherent Policymaking

If political reform is not the route to systemic school reform,
do opportunities exist within our political system to foster more
coherent policymaking? Since recent activities in a number of
states suggest that policymakers can establish ambitious goals
and reinforce them with coordinated policies, it is worth asking
what factors contribute to these efforts and what forces promote
them. Pending further study of the politics of reform cfforts,
it appears that strong leadership around a clear vision of re-
form, processes that promote public and professional involve-
ment, and the examples of other states, which in turn are pub-
licized by national groups and policymaker associations, are
important in the development of systemic rcform strategics
(Fuhrman and Masscll, 1992; Massell. 1992; Levinson and Mas-
sell, 1992). In addition, several other forces enhance the political
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chances of systemic reform. First, larger developments in the
culture surround and support coherent policy, improving the
destiny of policy efforts. Second, systemic reform efforts are
prompting policymakers to experiment with new structures,
which in turn offer an avenue for the maintenance of coherent
reform over time. Third, systemic reform strategies speak to
the strategic interests of educators and education policymakers,
in enlarging support for education and in finding a way to pro-
mote common ground.

The first aspect of the current political scene that appears
supportive of systemic reforms is pressure in the larger culture
for more ambitious outcomes. The policy efforts to set outcomes
and reinforce them with integrated instruments are only a por-
tion of the movement toward upgraded instruction. The move-
ment will proceed, influencing schools in states that never achieve
more coherent policy and reinforcing the policy efforts in states
that do.

For example, disciplinary associations of teachers have
begun to reach consensus on challenging student outcomes. The
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) began
such an effort in the mid 1980s. By 1989, when its Curriculum
and Evaluation Standards were published, other associations had
begun to emulate them. The National Science Teachers Associ-
ation is working with the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science and the National Academy of Sciences to do
the same thing for science. Similar efforts are under way in his-
tory, geography, and English/language arts. These activities are
influencing textbook publishers, testing efforts (such as the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress), and local districts.
All over the nation, schools are said to be basing their mathe-
matics curriculum on NCTM, in states that have formal cur-
riculum frameworks embodying the NCTM standards and in
those that do not (Hayes, 1992). Similarly, the NCTM’s profes-
sional standards for teachers might well shape preservice and
inservice education efforts, whether or not states act deliberately
through licensing or staff development to reinforce NCTM’s ap-
proach. Forty-one states are reporting changes in teacher prepa-
ration to coordinate with NCTM'’s recommendations (Ravitch,
1992). Furthermore, professional associations are not alone in
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deciding that it is time for societal definition of what students
should know and be able to do. Business leaders have partici-
pated in the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary
Skills (SCANS), established by the labor department to deter-
mine the competencies necessary for the world of work.

If these nongovernmental efforts continue, they will pro-
vide support for the notion of challenging, communally iden-
tified outcomes. Surrounded by such broad, societal backing,
policy efforts to establish and reinforce such outcomes take on
increased authority. Broader support can nurture and buffer
fragile political efforts that try to bridge traditional divisions and
overcome short-term blinders in service of coherent policymak-
ing. Equally important, policy need not carry the whole weight
of reform but can provide leverage for professional efforts and
make important marginal contributions. The political challenges
facing systemic reform policies are still daunting, but working
on them means joining an already established tide of educational
reform, rather than fighting the current.

A second promising factor is state experimentation with
ways to bridge fragmentation as they develop systemic reform
strategies. Several states established broad-based processes to
consult with the public and professionals on the development
of standards for student learning. Vermont presented local fo-
rums; Kentucky used task forces and telephone surveys; South
Carolina established a large, continuing curriculum congress
(Massell, 1992). Texas created a Committee on Student Learn-
ing that represents higher education leadership, elementary and
secondary education leadership, and political leaders. Kentucky’s
reform legislation vests oversight responsibility in a new Office
of Accountability. Its placement in the Legislative Research
Commission serves to cement legislative commitment to the re-
form act; legislators become the keepers of the act, charged with
monitoring and fine-tuning it, and are lcss likely than other-
wise to go off in new directions. Such efforts suggest that states
might explore structural change as an approach to maintaining
more coordinated policymaking over time.

Growing governmental specialization means that the
arenas for policy consideration are increasingly narrow. The
constituencies that form around narrow jurisdictions have limited
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horizons. In turn, the policymaker seeking to please such in-
terests, to provide them bencfits, is more inclined to fashion dis-
crete projects than to seek interaction across specific areas of
policy. For example, a legislator serving on an elementary and
sccondary education committec is likely to define her constitu-
ency in terms of voters in her district and elementary and sec-
ondary education interest groups. Her legislative program is
primarily designed to please them, not to integrate with other
arcas of state policy. Recognizing that her colleagues on other
committees have similar needs, she defers to their expertise in
their special areas just as they defer to her on K-12 issues.
Although all policy areas feed off the same budget and the ap-
propriations process forces trade-offs, substantive integration
across committees is rarc.

Broader policy arenas can be created by consolidating the
structure or work of existing entities. Elementary and second-
ary education committees and higher education committees can
merge; corresponding boards of education can also be unified.
Short of merger, opportunities might be found for these bodies
to hold joint meetings and hearings on a regular basis. Simi-
larly, agencies and committees dealing with education and other
social service areas can review their jurisdictions to see how coor-
dination can be improved (Kirst, 1992). Agencies might exam-
ine their structures to alleviate a project focus, including in their
review divisions built around programs for special-need students.
Scecking to assure that such programs serve the targeted popu-
lations and to keep funding streams clear, administrators at all
levels of government have segregated the management of these
programs. The result is more coordination among program
officials, such as special cducation directors, across levels of
government than among educators, general, and special edu-
cation, at any onc level of government (Meyer, 1979). Rceor-
ganization supportive of integrated policy might group agency
specialists around key functions (such as research or technical
assistance) that cross programs.

New structures can also be considered. South Carolina’s
1984 Education Improvement Act (EIA) created a number of
oversight entities: a Division of Public Accountability in the state
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agency to report on reform effects, a Select Education Com-
mittee of key political leaders to oversee implementation, and
a Business-Education Subcommittze. The latter, composed of
twenty members — ten from the business community, six from
education, and four from the legislature —includes many indi-
viduals who were prominent in shaping and selling the EIA.
The subcommittee’s charge is to monitor reform and suggest
recommendations, including modifications to EIA over time.

The annual reports and the deliberations of the South
Carolina bodies have kept public attention focused on reform.
Citizens were regularly informed of implementation progress
and effects and were continually reminded that the reforms
would take time to bear full fruit. Policymakers showed their
dedication to reform by serving on EIA oversight committees
and commenting on the results shown in the inandated reports.
As a consequence, no pressure was brought to follow EIA with
other education reforms within its first five years of implemen-
tation. Instead, EIA was given time to work and its direction
was maintained. South Carolina did not experience the shifts
in emphasis and proliferation of projects that occurred in other
states during the 1980s.

The South Carolina Business-Education Subcommittee
is a particularly interesting structure because it represents a va-
riety of key constituencies and consequently provides a forum
for reaching consensus on policy directions, for negotiation across
interests, before the recommendations enter the political arena.
For example, South Carolina’s 1989 reform legislation, Target
2000, which moves from EIA’s focus on basic skills and man-
dates to stress more higher-order thinking skills and school flex-
ibility, reflects committce deliberations over a long period of
time on the accomplishments and shortcomings of EIA. The
subcommittee functions much like task forces used by political
leaders to shape important policy directions; it hears from edu-
cators and the public, develops specific recommendations, secks
compromisc through trade-offs, balances the views of key in-
terests in a way that leads to consensus, and builds support for
the resulting policy. The difference is that the subcommittee is
not ad hoc in the manner of task forces; it is a standing forum
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that functions as a permanent arena for consensus prior to the
deliberation of political bodies. And unlike the political bodies
to which its suggestions go, the subcommittee is likely to seek
broad-based solutions that coordinate across specific interests.
It is neither driven by electoral politics nor responsive to nar-
row constituencies.

Transposing the idea of a forum for coherence and con-
sensus to the current discussion of systemic reform suggests an
entity that includes teachers, university experts, parents, ad-
ministrators, business and political leaders — all the constituen-
cies interested in improving student achievement. States that
are establishing broad-based, continuing curriculum/assessment
committees appear to be moving in such a direction. Whether
these cntities are able to reach consensus about outcomes and
protect the coherence of their approach over time will probably
depend on a number of factors. To the extent that they include
political leaders in their deliberations, their suggestions proba-
bly have a better chance of surviving through formal authoriz-
ing and appropriations processes. To the extent that they in-
clude practitioners, their decisions are more likely to reflect the
realities of teaching and learning and enlist the support of teach-
ers. If such bodies are to promote coherence, they need broad
Jurisdiction. For example, beyond the development of content
expectations within subjects, they might consider the inter- and
cross-disciplinary implications of subject matter experts’ recom-
mendation .. Their deliberations might also encompass the ar-
ray of policies that should be aligned in support of outcome
recommendations.

Whether such structures are constituted as part of govern-
ment or are somewhat independent is probably less important
than their membership and scope of concern. Recommendations
that nced formal policy endorsement can be submitted to ap-
propriate bodies subsequent to group deliberations. But whether
embedded in policy or not, the groups’ recommendations on
content standards, teacher professional development, assessment
strategies, and the like would take force from the expertise and
representativeness of the membership. The group would be a
vehicle for expression of respected opinion and for buy-in by
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key constituencies. In effect, the standards would influence edu-
cators much as design standards influence engineers; they would
carry the “best practice” seal of approval granted by professional
leaders.!

Such a group would not only set standards but also refine
them over time, providing a mechanism for ensuring the in-
corporation of new knowledge and fo. adjusting to feedback
provided by experience. With such flexibility in mind, it might
be advantageous to avoid codifying standards by formal enact-
ment but to rely instead on the continuing authority of a well-
constituted and legitimate standards entity.

The National Education Goals Panel and its spinoff coun-
cil on standards and testing has recommended that such an en-
tity be established at the national level. The National Educa-
tion Standards and Assessments Council, representing public
officials, educators, and the general public, would “establish
guidelines for standards-setting and asscssment development and
general criteria to determine the appropriateness of standards
and assessments recommended” (National Council on Educa-
tion Standards and Testing, 1992, p. 36). Because it is impor-
tant to distinguish “national” efforts from “federal” activities, the
new council should have as much independence from govern-
ment as possible. Even where independence is not that critical
an issue — for example, at the state level where there is no lurk-
ing specter of federal control 10 quash—it might be desirable
to differentiate such an entity from governmental agencies. In
maintaining distance from any onc agency, the entity might exert
more influence over various branches and agencies.

If consensus-reaching structures such as the new national
council are to function, they must find grounds for reaching
agreement. Systemic reform strategics may have the kind of po-
litical appeal necessary to bring together various interests and
policymakers. First. they have strategic appeal to both profes-
sionals and cducation policymakers. State-level determination
of outcome expectations would be a significant communal ex-
ercise, in which professionals and other educational intcrests
would likely play a major role, as they certainly have in the states
that have taken the lead in systemic reform approaches (Massell,
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1992). Forging consensus around goals and establishing con-
sistent policy direction would be the major policy game, one
which would continue over time if content standards are to be
refined and updated. The decisions about direction and rein-
forcing policies theoretically could exert much more influence
over education than any other educational policy heretofore,
since any single education policy in the past has most likely been
contradicted or undercut by others. Should education interests
concentrate their energies on these major decisions, they poten-
tially could gain significant influence over the goals and nature
of educational activities.

Determination of direction for education serves not just
to orient policies but also to set priorities for the allocation of
resources (National Council on Education Standards and Test-
ing, 1992). Consensus about challenging education goals would
clarify the need for educational spending, as opposed to spend-
ing on other services, and provide a sounder basis for assuring
that all students in districts of varying wealth have equal oppor-
tunity to learn. The process of reaching consensus on goals or
outcomes should include public participation that would serve
to build public and political support for education spending. Sup-
port would not need to be rebuilt with every election or policy
thrust. Consensus reframes the problem from one of generating
new support to one of maintaining support for an agreed-upon
direction. There would also be more faith in accountability built
around outcome goal consensus than in current accountability
systems that compare schools to one another rather than to a stan-
dard representing good schooling, bringing greater assurance
that schools would be held accountable for using dollars wisely.
This focus on outcomes rather than process appeals to both
policymakers concerned about accountability and to practitio-
ners who want to keep policymakers out of practice decisions.

Education is the largest single item in increasingly hard-
pressed state budgets, so the increased public support and clar-
ity about what is being supported should benefit educational
interests at budget time. Organizations would be better able to
argue for additional support for education without the tradi-
tional charge of self-interest. This would alleviate some of the
contentiousness that surrounds current funding requests. Simi-
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larly, education policymakers would find their support of edu-
cation vis-a-vis other services strengthered.

The notions of more ambitious outcomes, coherent policy
in support of those outcomes, and restructured governance reach
across a number of traditional lines of division in a way that
provides a basis for unification of those interested in educational
improvement. The idea that consensus about outcores should
focus on a streamlined core body of knowledge and skills at-
tracts educators who wish to leave determination of detailed cur-
ricula to the schools and foster the ability of schools to meet the
needs of diverse student bodies. State curriculum frameworks
and reinforcing policies would provide a protective structure that
would undergird strategies for parental choice anc other ap-
proaches to decentralizing school governance. As Smith and
O'Day (1991) argue, “What is needed is neither a solely top-
down nor a bottom-up approach to reform, but a coherent sys-
temnic strategy that can combine the energy and professional in-
volvement of the second wave reforms with a new and challenging
state structure to generalize the reforms to all schools within
the state” (p. 234).

To the extent that systemic reform ideas form a platform
for unitiug diverse reform constituencies, they take on political
power. The ideas that exert the greatest influence are those that
balance political forces, finding ways to enlist existing interests
as well as to open up new opportunities. Systemic reform has
many of the properties of so-called “public ideas” (Moore, 1988,
Reich, 1988). It challenges “society to perceive and deal with
a problem differently” (Moore, 1988, p. 83) by changing the
terms of the education reform debate. As argued above, educa-
tion reform has been cast in terms of the incompatibility of policy
and school-level improvement, of top down and bottom up.
However, if policy is conceived as coherent and focused on am-
bitious outcomes instead of fragmented and focused on minimal
standards. it can support school-level cfiorts, a support more
likely than total reliance on school-by-school efforts to promote
improvement in schools throughout the system. The reform de-
bate changes from a focus on how schools can improve despite
policy to how policies can help schools improve.

While state systemic reform efforts are too recent to judge




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

28 Designing Coherent Education Policy

their staying power, the political forecast may be rosy, despite
the political system’s penchant for fragmentation. The larger
cultural press for coherence on goals, the willingness of states
to experiment with bridging structures that may have lasting
benefits for education policy coherence, and the strategic and
philosophical appeal of systemic reform to a wide variety of edu-
cators and policymakers offer encouragement for the develop-
ment and maintenance of coherent policy.

Conclusion

A crisis of confidence surrounds education policy. Reformers
despair of the failure of the “top-down reforms” of the early 1980s
and of the unfulfilled promise of the “bottom-up,” school-by-
school change efforts of the later 1980s. The ability of the polit-
ical system to deliver quality schooling is under attack. Many
argue that policies should be abandoned altogether—by com-
pletely substituting market control or by removing policies so
that schools can improve themselves unfettered.

However, the abandonment of policy does not offer hope
of widespread improvement because schools cannot sustain self-
generated change. Nor is school-by-school change likely to
spread to all schools. The system must offer support. Systemic
reform approaches suggest a way that the system can support
school change, without either stifling school initiative or leav-
ing schools to fare for themselves without help from the wider
policy environment. Systemic reform approaches offer another
possibility for those disappointed by policy, an approach to policy
that combines centralized leadership around outcomes with de-
centralized decision making about practice.

The political appeal of an idea that redefines traditional
top-down versus bottom-up or policy versus markets divisions
may bec strong enough to overcome the many aspects of our
messy (albeit responsive) political system that have undercut
coherent policvmaking. The political attractiveness of coherent
policymaking is bolstered by the larger cultural press for chal-
lenging student goals and the willingness of states undertaking
systemic reform issues to tackle structural fragmentation. Sys-
tem reform cfforts must be watched over time. of course, be-
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fore any conclusions about their political legs can be drawn; at
the moment, however, the strong interest of states is encourag-
ing. Some policy ideas emerge that change the politics over which
they triumph. Systemic reform may be one.

Note

1. Tam grateful to my colleague Richard Elmore for drawing
the analogy.
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Policy and Practice:
The Relations Between
Governance and Instruction

David K. Cohen
James P. Spillane

Introduction

Ours is a time of remarkable ferment in U.S. education. The
recent school reform movement initially focused on the “basics”
but then took off in a dramatically new direction in the middle
1980s. Reformers started to demand more thoughtful and in-
tellectually ambitious instruction. Leaders in politics and busi-
ness argucd that students mus: become independent thinkers
and enterprising problem solvers. Educators began to say that
schools must offer intellectually challenging instruction that is
deeply rooted in the academic disciplines.

These ideas are a dramatic change. For most of this cen-
tury, politicians and businessmen ignored public education, or
supported only minimum programs for most students. And most
leaders in education long have been inclined to the view that
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students need basic and practical education, rather than more
high-flown and demanding stuff. These tendencies were entirely
representative. Though the American people have been en-
thusiasts for schooling, few have been keen on intellectually am-
bitious education.

More unusual still, recent reformers have proposed fun-
damental changes in politics and policy to achieve the new goals.
They argue for the creation of state or national curricula, to
push instruction to new heights. Or they advocate state or na-
tional tests or examination systems, to pull instruction in the
same direction. Or they propose to link examinations and cur-
ricula to gain even more leverage on teaching and learning.
Prominent politicians, businesspeople, and professors have en-
dorsed one or another of these proposals, and several state and
national agerccies have begun to implement them. Major efforts
are under way to mobilize much more consistent and powerful
direction for instruction from state or national agencies.

These developments seem hopeful to some and unwise
to others. But everyone agrees that they mark an astonishing
reversal, and many therefore wonder whether the new propos-
als are attainable. One set of problems concerns politics. Power
and authority have been extraordinarily dispersed in U.S. edu-
cation, especially in matters of instruction. Could state or na-
tional agencies actually mobilize the influence required to steer
teaching and learning in thousands or hundreds of thousands
of far-away classrooms? That would require extensive new state
or national infrastructure in education, as well as a radically
new politics of education. Are such things possible?

A second set of problems concerns instructional practice.
The new proposals envision much more thoughtful, adven-
turous, and demanding instruction, but most instructional prac-
tice in the United States is quite traditional. Teachers and stu-
dents spend most of their time with lectures, formal recitations,
and worksheets, intellectual demands generally are modest, and
a great deal of the work is dull. Only a modest fraction of pub-
lic school teachers have deep knowledge of any academic sub-
ject. Hence, even if state or national agencies accumulated the
infrastructure and influence required to steer teaching and learn-
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ing, could they be steered so sharply away from long-established
practice?

To answer these questions about how things might change,
one must ask others about how they now work. How do instruc-
tional policies made in state and national agencies play out in
local classrooms? What are the relations between policy and prac-
tice? What might it take to change them? Have central agen-
cies ever tried to promote innovative and adventurous teach-
ing? If so, with what results? These seem crucial issues for
America today and tomorrow, but our knowledge about them
is limited by what we did yesterday. The dispersed organiza-
tion of American education rendered the connections between
policy and instruction inconsequential for most of our history.
The topic barely entered educational inquiry because it seemed
so distant from educational reality. There is little American evi-
dence about the structure or consequences of much greater state
or national control. Similarly, American disdain for intellectu-
ally challenging education has left us with only modest evidence
on how such education might turn out in this nation’s schools.
In order to learn much about such matters, we must look be-
yond the U.S. education mainstream and to studies of other
national school systems. A

We tackle the issues in four chunks. First, we probe the
relations between state and national government on the one hand
and instruction on the other. We explore how the structure and
activities of central government affect classroom practice. But
in some systems, key decisions about instruction, like what texts
to read, or what tests to use, are made by no central agency.
Hence, in the second chunk of the chapter we identify the spe-
cific sources of guidance for instruction, including tests, texts,
and other things. We explore how they interact with governance
structures, and we probe their effects on classroom practice.

In the third chunk of the chapter we scrutinize change
in classroom practice. The recent U.S. reforms propose ambi-
tious shifts in instructional purposes, processes, and content:
we inquire about the prospects for such change in teaching.

Finally, we consider nongovernmental influences on in-
struction. Recent reformers have proposed radical changes in
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policy, politics, and instructional guidance, seeing these as po-
tent influences on classroom work. Yet studies of schooling here
and abroad often suggest that social and cultural influences may
be no less significant. For instance, some researchers report that
Japanese families tend to support children’s hard work and aca-
demic achievement, while Americans tend not to. Such differ-
ences may account for many of the effects often ascribed to policy
and institutions.

Government Structure and Policymaking

The formal institutions of government are widely supposed to
shape the relations between education policy and instructional
practice. In France and many other nations, central agencies
have enormous authority and power (Lewis, 1985; Holmes,
1979). Ministries of education make most policy for local edu-
cation, and they often do so in great detail. But the U.S. politi-
cal systern was specifically designed to frustrate central power.
Authority in education was divided among state, local, and fed-
eral governments by an elaborate federal system, and it was
divided within governments by the separation of powers. These
divisions were carefully calculated to inhibit the coordinated ac-
tion of government, and they gained force from the country’s
great size and diversity (Kaufman, 1969).

The U.S. federal government thus has had a relatively
weak influence on education, as a matter of both law and tradi-
tion. But since World War II the central government has ac-
cumnulated increasing influence on state and local decisions about
funding, education for disadvantaged groups, civil rights and
civil liberties in schools, research, and curriculum improvement.
Despite these changes, direct federal governance of education
is marginal. Federal agencies directly operate few schools and
contribute only a little more than 6 percent of school operating
budgets, on average (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1989).

State governments are the constitutional center of U.S.
education, but most states have delegated most authority to lo-
calities, for most of their history. States supported the estab-
lishment of public schools with enabling statutes and, sometimes,
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a bit of money, in the nineteenth century, but most of the pres-
sures to establish public schools lay outside of state government.
There has been some variability in states’ influence in educa-
tion. Hawaii has no local districts, and southern states have
tended to be stronger than those elsewhere (Wirt and Kirst,
1982). But until fifteen years ago, the general pattern was ex-
tensive delegated state power. Most state agencies were small
and weakly staffed (McDonnell and McLaughlin, 1982; Murphy,
1974). State governments have begun to exercise more power
during the last decade (Cantor, 1980), but most are still far from
what, in world perspective, could be called central control.

Such weakness in higher-level agencies is quite unusual.
In many nations the national ministry is the senior and often
sole partner, managing all educational programs and paying
most or all operating costs. In modern France, the schools have
until recently been a creature of the national government in
Paris, not of local or departmental governments (Cameron and
others, 1984b; Holmes, 1979; Lewis, 1985). Even state or pro-
vincial governments in other federal systems have much greater
power and authority. Australian state governments hold most
constitutional authority in education, as they do in the United
States, but the six Australian states also are the basic operating
units in education (Boyd and Smart, 1987; Cameron and others,
1984a). Each state operates all the public schools within its
boundaries, performing all the functions that Americans associ-
ate with both state and local school government.

The United States thus has a remarkably fragmented gov-
ernance system. Many important educational decisions are made
in the nation’s roughly 110,000 individual schools (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1589), including decisions about educational pro-
gram, student assignment, teacher assignment, and resource
allocation among students (Wirt and Kirst, 1982). One result
is remarkable variation across schools (Cusick, 1983; Powell,
Farrar, and Cohen, 1985). Recent efforts at local “restructur-
ing” and “school-based management” will almost certainly en-
hance the influence of many schools.

Local districts are the fundamental governance agencies,
by tradition and practice. There are some 15,000 local districts
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(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1989), and their influence is ex-
traordinary in world perspective. Despite the recent growth of
state and national power, these districts make a great range of
decisions, including those that bear on levels of funding, the
nature of educational program, and the teachers to be hired
(Travers and Westbury, 1989). Financial support for most U.S.
schools is still tied to local tax bases and taxation decisions, which
produces enormous variation in educational resources and, thus,
instructional programs. The key role of local districts builds
many differences into U.S. education (Firestone, 1989).

Individual schools and districts have had much less in-
fluence in many other nations (Travers and Westbury, 1989).
The French and Singaporean ministries of education have un-
til recently monopolized decisions about educational programs,
teacher assignment, and resource allocation (Cameron and
others, 1984b, 1984d). Local schools have had little leeway
within central guidelines, a condition that some nations have
begun trying to change (Cohen, 1990a; Resnick and Resnick,
1985, 1989), and many nations simply have no local districts.
Australian state education departments deal directly with each
school (Cameron and others, 1984a), though some use regional
offices for some administrative purposes. Funding decisions typi-
cally are made by national or state agencies, greatly reducing
or eliminating fiscal and programmatic variation among schools.
Some nations with strong central governments do have local
jurisdictions that are supposed to play a large role in education.
The postwar Japanese constitution guarantees local authority
in such cducational decisions as teacher hiring and curriculum
(Cameron and others, 1984c), but the influence of local prefec-
tures is constrained both by the broad authority of national agen-
cies and by centuries-old habits of deference to the center. The
result limits educational variation of many sorts (Camecron and
others, 1984c).

In most nations, the rclations between policy and prac-
tice are framed by systems of central power, or by a small num-
ber of powerful state or provincial governments. The authority
of the state is immense, and in many cases, theoretically un-
limited. Schools are creatures of the nation-statc or the provincee,
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and usually were created in the process of consolidating those
entities (Meyer, 1983; Ramirez and Rubison, 1979; Ramirez
and Boli, 1987). The connection between central power and pub-
lic education is a world pattern to which the local mobilization
of schooling in the United States is one of the few great excep-
tions. Despite growing state and federal power, local govern-
ment still is the key element in U.S. schooling. And the rela-
tions between policy and practice are framed by sprawling
government structures in which fragmented power and authority
express a considered mistrust of government.

If government structure frames the formal relations be-
tween central policy and classroom practice, policymaking fills
that frame with specific content. The two are often at odds.
Although the design of American government incarnates a deep
mistrust of state power, the design of most education policy ex-
pressed an abiding hope for the power of government and a wish
to harness it to social problem solving. Collisions between the
two were precipitated by the proliferation of state and federal
education policies and programs in the last three decades. These
included federal efforts to improve curriculum and instruction
in the 1950s and early 1960s and to eliminate the racially dual
school system throughout the South in the 1960s and 1970s.
They also included federal and state efforts to improve educa-
tion for disadvantaged students, to reform the education of
handicapped students, to provide bilingual education for non-
English-speaking students, and to ensure sex equity in schools
across the nation. Nearly all of these policies and programs
sought to solve problems that crossed jealously guarded juris-
dictional boundaries among and within governments.

To speak of the relations between policy and practice in
the United States is thus to speak both of collisions between
policy and governance and of the consequences in educational
institutions. Those collisions have affected the relations between
policy and practice in several ways. New educational policies
expanded central authority and drew the agencies of policy and
practice closer together, but these policies did not commen-
surately reduce the autonomy of lower-level agencies. The flood
of state and federal policies and programs coursed through a
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large and loosely jointed governance system, yet agencies through-
out the system rctained much of their operating independence.
For instance, the states depend on localities for political sup-
port and policy execution, as any higher-level agent depends
on subordinates. State governments, therefore, should be con-
strained by what localities will accept, yet the states often act
with remarkable independence. The state cducation reforms of
the last ten years were in some respects quite offensive to local
cducators. but many were enacted with little difficulty (Fuhr-
man, Clune, and Elmore, 1988). Similarly, the national govern-
ment has only a modest constitutional role in education, and
it has long deferred to statc and local authorities. Nonetheless,
federal agencics have taken various dramatic initiatives designed
to greatly change state and local education, many over local and
state opposition, some over fierce and even violent opposition
(Orfield, 1969). Despite the constraints that lower-level agen-
cies can impose on their superiors, agencies abcve have regu-
larly pushed far beyond the presumed limits.

The same phenomenon obtained in reverse: state and local
autonomy has been only modestly constrained by higher-level
policy. Researchers have documented the states’ great flexibil-
ity in responding to the dramatic federal policies and programs
of the 1950s and 1960s (Murphy. 1974). Researchers also have
shown that local schools and districts retain considerable lati-
tude in coping with state and federal policies (Berman and
McLaughlin, 1978; McLaughlin, 1987). Despitc the increas-
ing flow of higher-level requirements, advice, and inducements,
lower-level agencics have much room to interpret and respond.
Relations among state. federal. and local agencies theretore re-
main quite attenuated despite decades of effort to bring them
closer together. Centers of organization and governance are
widely dispersed and weakly linked, despite the growth of policy.
Central agencies can make scrious derands on others with rela-
tive case; they need only mobilize the political resources to enun-
ciate a policy or begin a new program. But the costs of enforcing
demands arc much greater. A great distance remains between
state or federal policyrnaking and local practice (Firestone, 1989).

Yet policymaking has complicated educational organiza-




Q

ERIC

_AFuliText provided by ERic.

Policy and Practice 43

tion. In order to make contact with local educational organiza-
tions, state and federal agencies have had to bridge vast politi-
cal chasms artfully designed to frustrate central power. To in-
crease general governance authority in education was politically
unthinkable for the federal government. What is more, federal
agencies were weak. They had no general capacity in curricu-
lum, instruction, school personnel, or assessment, since both
the Constitution and political practice were thought to forbid
it. State agencics had much more authority, but with a few ex-
ceptions they had little more capacity. A majority of states had
delegated most operations to local governments and private test
and text publishers. Traditions of decentralization, suspicions
about central power, and defercnce to local authority meant that
higher-level authority could only grow by way of individual,
free-standing programs, each of which promised to solve a spe-
cific educational problem (Bankston, 1982; Meyer, 1983). But
these individual programs were located in agencies that had lit-
tle general operating capacity in the “technical core” of education.

Hence, when weak federal and state agencies tried to im-
plement such ambitious programs as Head Start and Title I of
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (1965),
in a vast and decentralized polity, cach program had to be outfit-
ted with its own minimum core of administrative operations
(budget, personnel, evaluation, and the like). Furthermore, cach
program had to coordinate operations across many levels of
government, owing to the lack of gencral administrative capacity
above the local level. Lacking general central authority and ca-
pacity, leaders of each program had to establish their own sys-
tems. How clse could they hope to mobilize tens or hundreds
of thousands of educators, in hundreds or thousands of juris-
dictions, across several levels of government?

Work in such policies and programs therefore was con-
fincd within specialized administrative subunits organized around
oversight tasks within each program (Wise, 1979). Administra-
tive capacity grew, but within programs rather than across en-
tire governments. Administrative burdens therefore multiplied
as the same or similar administrative work was repcated across
programs (Bankston, 1982; Cohen, 1990a; Mever, 1983; Rowan,
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1982, 1983). Central agencies grew, but in a fragmented fashion
(Clark, 1965; Scott and Meyer, 1983; Stackhouse, 1982), and
the administrative expansion added little to central capacity in
the core areas of education such as curriculum and instruction.
The collisions between optimistically designed policies and cau-
tiously designed government produced fractured and duplica-
tive administration.

These fractures were reflected in the organization of agen-
cies outside of government. As policies and programs took shape,
networks of interested agencies— advocacy organizations, profes-
sional groups, and special purpose research and development
agencies, among others —grew up around them. Examples in-
clude the loose network that helped build support for the legis-
lative proposals that became PL 94-142 and Title I of the 1965
ESEA (now Chapter 1). Each network has helped to coordinate
and stabilize program operations and mobilize support for pro-
grams across governments and among many sorts of agencies
(Cohen, 1982; Peterson, 1981; Peterson, Rabe, and Wong,
1986). Like the programs and policies that they grew up around,
these policy networks are ingenious, for they support state and
national efforts to solve local problems in a political system that
was designed to frustrate such efforts (Kaufman, 1969). But these
clever inventions also encourage political fragmentation and mul-
tiply administrative work (Bankston, 1982; Cohen, 1982; Meyer,
1983; Rogers and Whetten, 1982), for the networks support frac-
tured authority within education agencies, as managers in each
program attempt to build their own bridges across great politi-
cal chasms. The ingenious devices that cope with fragmenta-
tion among governments tend to exacerbate fragmentation
within them.

Collisions between cautious designs of government and
hopeful designs for policy also complicated local educational
practice, because administrative work grew as localities coped
with increasing state and federal policies and programs. Since
higher-level authorities are so distant from local practice, they
are rarely held accountable for their actions there, hence state
and federal initiatives were generated with little regard for the
relations among them, or for their cumulative local effects (Kim-
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brough and Hill, 1981; Kirst, 1988; Wise, 1979). Indeed, some
of the most potent local effects of state and federal programs
or policies had no intended programmatic content. The best ex-
ample is underfunded mandates: federal legislation for handi-
capped students placed unaccustomed procedural and substan-
tive burdens on local education agencies, but the legislation
carried less than half the estimated costs of compliance. Although
it was thought that full funding would soon follow, it never did,
yet federal requirements were never relaxed. Local and state
school agencies had to allocate their own funds to this area of
program support, often with grave results for other educational
activities.

Yet requirements have limits. State and federal officials
rarely can effectively oversee local program implementation. No
state or federal education agencies have the inspectorates found
in Britain, France, and their former colonies. At best, U.S. state
and federal agencies use oversight-at-a-distance, such as writ-
ten program evaluations, grant recipients’ reports on operations,
and the like. Such processes multiply work without producing
fruitful contacts among public servants at different levels of
government (Bardach and Kagan, 1982), and local schools re-
tain considerable autonomy. Administrators and teachers usually
can tailor higher-level programs to local purposes and conditions
if they have the will and take the time (Berman and McLaughlin,
1978). Often they can cope with such directives simply by ig-
noring them, a ubiquitous management tool (Kiesler and Sproull,
1982) that can be especially efficient in a fragmented governance
system.

These patterns contrast sharply with many foreign edu-
cation systems. The ministries of education in France and Sin-
gapore dcal with schools on a broad range of educational mat-
ters, as do the state departments in Australia and provincial
governments in Germany. The administrative subunits in these
agencies are broadly defined by the key areas of schools’ opera-
tion {curriculum, instruction, personnel, and the like). The
subunits have extensive general authority and new initiatives
typically subsist within them, rather than being set aside in in-
dependent units, because the operating units make the key de-
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cisions about education and have the resources. As might be
expected in nations founded on etatist traditions, policy initia-
tives are not organized as though they were at war with govern-
ment, or on the assumption that they can have little to do with
the core operations of education.

The collisions between rapidly expanded policymaking
and fragmented governance are a hallmark of U.S. education.
Few nations have such dispersed authority and power in edu-
cation, yet few nations have such intense higher-level policymak-
ing. Americans complain more than any other people about state
interference with education and centralizing forces in schools,
but authority and power are more dispersed here than in nearly
any other nation. Perhaps that is why we complain more.

Instructional Guidance

State and federal governments have made many efforts to im-
prove instruction: they offer financial aid to local districts, spon-
sor child health and nutrition programs, and support efforts to
improve education for the disadvantaged. Yet such policies rarely
make broad or close contact with instruction. Teaching and
learning are more directly affected by the texts that students and
teachers use, the examinations that assess students’ academic
accomplishments, the standards teachers must satisfy in order
to secure a post, and the like. These instruments comprise the
means so far invented to guide classroom work. We lump them
under the rubric of instructional guidance and sort them into
five categories: instructional frameworks, assessment of student
performance, instructional materials, oversight of instruction,
and requirements for teacher education and licensure.

Nations use these instruments very differently. In some
cases guidance is designed and deployed by governments, while
in others private agencies play a large role. Additionally, the
arrangement of government-sponsored guidance varies greatly
across nations (Broadfoot, 1983), and although all school sys-
tems adopt some stance toward guiding instruction, often that
stance includes offering little advice.

Instructional guidance also mediates the effects of other
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policies that seek to affect practice. For the effects of all govern-
ment policies that try to influence instruction, including those
that do so by offering extra aid to the disadvantaged or holding
schools “accountable,” are mediated by such things as instruc-
tional materials, teachers’ professional capacities, and methods
of student assessment. Intentionally or not, the aggregate of in-
structional guidance is a medium in and through which many
other educational policies and programs operate.

In what follows we compare instructional guidance in the
United States with its counterparts in other national school
systems. We focus on the instruments of guidance; although
these are governed in many different ways in national school
systems, we do not try to describe that variety here. Instead
we use a few kev categories that describe variations in instruc-
tional guidance, variations produced by many different govern-
mental and administrative arrangements (see Porter and others,
1988). One category is consistency. Given different domains of
guidance, an important issue 1s the extent of agreement within
and among domains. In some systems instructional frameworks
are consistent internally and consistent with texts or teacher edu-
cation, but in other systems they are not. Another category 1s
specificity or prescriptiveness. Teaching and learning are complex
enterprises, and there are many different ways to enact them.
Teachers and students are offered clear and detailed guidance
about content coverage or pedagogy in some systems, while in
others guidance is very general or vague. A third category 1s
authority and power. To offer guidance is not to decide what weight
it carries. Advice for instruction is presented in ways that have
great authority with students and teachers in some systems, but
in others it is presented in ways that carry little weight.

Instructional Frameworks

Instructional frameworks are gencral designs for instruction (that
is. broad conceptions of tne purposes, structure, and content
of academic work). Frameworks can set the terms of reference
for the entire enterprise. In some school systems they guide course
structure and content, the nature of textbooks, the purposes and
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content of examinations, and the like. They can be quite pre-

scriptive. In some former French and British colonies such

frameworks offer extensive and focused guidance about instruc-
tional content and in some cases approaches to teaching as well.
In France many curriculum decisions are made by the national
ministry of education (Horner, 1986}, which often details the
topics to be studied, the teaching materials and methods to be
used, and even time allocations (Beauchamp and Beauchamp,
1972; Lewis, 1989). The Japanese central ministry issues frame-
works for each subject (Kobayashi, 1984), prescribing content
and detailing the sequence of topics (Kida, 1986; Organization
for Economic Cooperation and Development, 1971).

Such guidance often seems to carry great authority and
power. In France, many central curriculum decisions are made
by the national assembly, while others are ministry decrees. But
authoritative guidance need not be governmental. In Holland
it is offered by autonomous agencies that are supported by
government but are not part of it.

Frameworks l:2c been unusual in the United States. The
most common instructional designs have been bare listings of
course requirements by state or localities. Apart from the New
York State Regents it was long uncommon for state agencies
to offer advice about the material to be covered within particu-
lar subject areas, or about the structure of courses. This pas-
sivity was not unique to state governments. Until quite recently,
few local systems prescribed topics within courses or curricula,
and guidelines about pedagogy have been even more rare. Rela-
tively weak state and local guidance concerning course content
and pedagogy has meant that students and teachers had great
latitude in shaping the content and purposes of their courses
(Cusick, 1983; Porter and others, 1988; Powell, Farrar, and
Cohen, 1985; Schwille and others, 1983; Sedlak, Wheeler, Pul-
lin, and Curi.k, 1986).

A few states recently have moved more aggressively into
instructional design. Florida, South Carolina, and a few other
southern states instituted statewide basic skills curricula in efforts
to improve students’ performance during the past decade. These
included guidance for content coverage and pacing and, at least
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implicitly, for teacher education. Several states have published
evaluations that claim gains in student achievement, although
no independent evaluations seem to have been done. At the same
time several other states have pressed guidance for a radically
different sort of content. In 1985, California issued the first of
a series of curriculum frameworks that were intended to make
teaching and learning intellectually much more ambitious and
demanding. Arizona and Michigan have taken similar steps,
as has Connecticut.

Some local school systems also began to move toward in-
structional frameworks in the 1970s and 1980s, with the news
that test scores were declining and mounting demands that
schools get “back to the basics.” Local districts came under un-
familiar pressure to improve performance, and some began to
devise minimum instructional programs in response — Washing-
ton, D.C., Chicago, and Philadelphia among them. There is
little systematic research on these matters, so we cannot gauge
the depth or extent of these changes. Additionally, several ci-
ties that adopted such schemes recently announced their demise.

But officials in a few districts that we recently visited reported
a move to greater central control. Schools can no longer deter-
mine their own instructional programs, and central offices have
written rudimentary curriculum frameworks. usually blueprints
for “cssential skills.”

Instructional Materials

Texts and other materials are found in all systems, but the extent
of guidance for their content and usc varies enormously. In Japan
and many other systems the national ministry sets the terms of
references for text content and/or authorizes the textbooks to be
used on curriculum frameworks (Kida, 1986; Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 1973). In such cases,
there is a good deal of consistency between the guidance teachers
receive from textbooks and from national curriculum frame-
works. In some nations ministries actually publish texts. while
in others texts are privately published, but in cither event, mater-
ials are powerfully influenced by curriculum frameworks.
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Decisions about instructional materials have been much
more fragmented in the United States. Since there have been
few instructional frameworks until recently, publishers had lit-
tle or no consistent, content-oriented guidance. Instead, they
were guided by what had been done before, by official and un-
official expressions of state or local preferences, and by their own
sense of the market. Texts have improved in many ways over
those that were available in the 1920s, but most commentators
regard most texts as intellectually shallow. Many states and lo-
calities officially adopt textbooks, and Americans often have
thought this to be highly prescriptive for instruction. But lack-
ing much official guidance for topic coverage within texts, save
for such matters as evolution, these texts seem not to have been
highly prescriptive for topic coverage (Floden and others, 1988).
Researchers report that many texts mention many more topics
than can be dealt with, which leaves open extensive topic choice
by teachers (Tyson-Bernstein, 1988). Additionally, there seem
to be appreciable inconsistencies in content coverage among the
different texts for most subjects at most grade levels (Freeman
and others, 1983). Hence, texts have offered many opportuni-
ties for teachers and students to vary the content they cover
(Freeman and Porter, 1989; Porter and others, 1988; Schwille
and others, 1983).

As several states recently moved toward more explicit in-
structional designs, they tried to make them count for textbooks.
California used its new curriculum frameworks in mzthematics,
literature, and language arts to press publishers to revise texts.
Publishers were told that if they did not make satisfactory revi-
sions, their texts would not be approved for adoption. But the
statc’s guidance still was general. The mathematics framework,
for instance, offered little specific guidance about topic cover-
age. and studies of mathematics texts and framework sugg: =t
only modest change thus far (Putnam, Heaton, Prawat, and
Remillard, 1992). Casual comparisons of the new and old liter-
ature and language arts texts with the revised framework sug-
gest that the state has won some significant changes, although
svstematic analysis remains to be done.

Some local districts also have begun trying to promote
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greater consistency between instructional frameworks and mater-
ials. Several that devised such frameworks also specified the
knowledge and skills that students and teachers should cover
in texts and other materials, often doing so in compilations of
«essential skills.” In at least one case, local officials tied their
guidance to recently published texts that seemed to fit with the
local instructional frameworks. The district specified the mate-
rial to be covered in the common text, and when it should be
covered. That constitutes an ..xtraordinary change for U.S.
schools, but we have found o studies that gauge its breadth
or depth.

Assessment of Results

Assessment of instructional results is an essential element of in-
structional guidance in most school systerns. Though assessment
practices are changing in European systems (Kellaghan and
Madaus, 1991; Madaus, 1991), many nations tie assessment
closely to curriculum. In France and many former French and

British colonies, examinations are referenced to national cur-
ricula, instructional frameworks, cr both. The examinations thus
provide both a visible target for instruction and 2 means of check-
ing on its results (Madaus, 1991; Resnick and Resnick, 1985,
1989). The nature of assessment in these cases varies greatly
among nations, but it all differs from American approaches. The
examinations probe students’ performance in specific curricula.
Many systems mix multiple-choice questions with extended es-
say or problem-solving performances, though some —Japan, for
instance —rely entirely on multiple-choice questions (Cheney,
1991). In contrast, U.S. schools employ standardized tests that
are referenced to national norms and are designed to be indepen-
dent of curricula, with performance limited to answering mul-
tiple-choice questions (Noah and Eckstein, 1989).

In France, Great Britain, and Japan, examinations count
in very specific ways. Students’ promotion and further educa-
tion depend partly or entirely on their exam performance (Eck-
stein and Noah, 1989). Indecd. many school systems that em-
ploy examinations are highly selective and the exams are the
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key agent of selection (Kellaghan and Madaus, 1991). In Sing-
apore, exams are used to make nearly irrevocable decisions about
streaming in both the primary and secondary grades, and thus
to influence decisions about students’ careers and further edu-
cation. This use of examinations sharply limits students’ oppor-
tunities to recoup earlier poor performances. (The United States
lacks such a selective examination system, which is one reason
why students here have more “second chances” than they do in
any other nation.) The use of examinations for student selec-
tion enhances the examinations’ authority (Madaus, 1988, 1991;
Madaus and Kellaghan, 1991; Resnick and Resnick, 1985,
1989). In New South Wales, Australia, for example, students’
performance on the school leaving exam determines their op-
portunities for further education; differences of a tenth of a point
in exam scores can be crucial. Ir Japan, scores on both national
secondary school leaving exams and university extrance exams
decide which high school students will go on to university, as
well as the quality and prestige of the universities that students
will attend (Ohta, 1986; Organization for Economic Coopera-
tion and Development, 1973; White, 1987). Secondary schools’
prestige also is tied to students’ success in examinations for pres-
tigious universities (Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 1971). The social and economic significance of
exam performance thus offers many incentives for students and
teachers to take them seriously.

Maitters are very different in the United States: there is
a great deal of assessment, but it has an uncertain bearing on
instruction. One reason is that most tests have been designed
to minimize their sensitivity to specific curricula (Madaus, 1989;
Resnick and Resnick, 1985: Smith and O’Day, 1991). What
is more, many different tests are designed, published, and mar-
keted by many different private testing agencies, and most de-
cisions about which test to use have been made by thousands
of local and state school agencies, cach of which adopts tests
ofits own liking independent of the others’ decisions. All of this
has madec for inconsistent guidance from assessment.

Variation in content coverage has been another source
of inconsistency in the guidance that U.S. tests offer for instruc-
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tion. Standardized tests often have been seen as interchangeable,
but one of the few careful studies of topical agreement among
tests raised doubts about that view. Focusing on several leading
fourth grade mathematics tests, the authors observed that “our
findings challenge . . . th{e] assumption . . . that standardized
achievement tests may be used interchangeably” (Freeman and
others, 1983). The authors maintain that these tests are topically
inconsistent and thus differentially sensitive to content coverage.
Inconsistency has been further enhanced by the widespread
local practice of using one publisher’s test in one grade and others’
in other grades. This problem has been magnified by the in-
crease in testing during the past several decades, as local and
state-sponsored minimum competency and essential skills tests
have spread. American students are now tested much more often
than they were twenty years ago but with more different tests.

Thus, established U.S. approaches to assessment would
have impeded consistency among the elements of instructional
guidance, had consistency been sought. Until recently, how-
ever, it was not. The guidance for instruction that tests offered
was general, and probably more a matter of the form of knowl-
edge (that is, it exists in multiple-choice formats and is either
right or wrong) than its content. This guidance also was vague,
since the test results were rarely known. They were even kept
from teachers, partly on the designers’ view that they were not
designed to guide instruction.

Indeed, decisions about test design, marketing, and adop-
tion typically have been made apart from knowledge of specific
school curricula, teacher education, and the like. Test theory
and practice have held that such independence is crucial to test
validity, but this has further weakened consistency between tests
and instructional materials. Research seems to bear out the weak
relations between the subject matter content of standardized tests
and of texts. Several investigators concluded that “if a fourth-
grade teacher limits instruction to one of the four books ana-
lyzed, students will have an adequate opportunity to learn or
to review less than half of all topics that will be tested” (Free-
man and others, 1983, p. 511).

To the extent that tests guide instruction, they have done
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so inconsistently. This has weakened the instructional author-
ity of the tests. It is thus not surprising that many teachers report
they rarely take test results into account in instruction (Floden,
Porter, Schmidt, and Freeman, 1978; MacRury, Nagy, and
Traub, 1987; Ruddell, 1985; Salmon-Cox. 1981; Sproull and
Zubrow, 1981).

There have been a few exceptions to these patterns, nota-
bly the New York State Regents exams and the Advanced Place-
ment Program (AP). The AP Program is a special subsystem
within public education, in which high-achieving students take
advanced courses. The AP exams seem to strongly influence in-
struction, in part because they are tied to a suggested curricu-
lum and readings. The exams also seem to be taken seriousl:
by most students and teachers, partty because the scores count
for college entrance as well as college course taking, but these
have been anomalies in American education (Powell, 1991).

These patterns have begun to change. Rising public in-
terest in testing and other political pressures led many states
and localities to begin publishing scores in the carly 1970s, af-
ter decadcs of sccrecy. By now, many do so as a matter of course
and often conviction. State and local school agencies also in-
creasingly turned to tests in efforts to improve instruction. The
favored method was to institute “accountability” schemes, often
based on minimum competency tests. Many of these included
only a high school graduation requirement, but some also in-
cluded tests for promotion. Some were hastily contrived under
political pressure, so that the tests often were adapted from stan-
dardized norim-referenced tests designed for other purposcs.

State and local use of tests to guide instruction marked
a dramatic turn in assessment practices, but the fragmentation
characteristic of U.S. education was evident here as well. Many
minimum competency tests were unrelated to other clements
of instructional guidance, such as curriculum. The tests effec-
tively became the curriculum in some cases (Darling-Hammond
and Wise, 1985). Recently, however, that bas begun to change
as well, as some publishers have brought out text series that are
accompanied by criterion-referenced test systems, linking cur-
riculum and instruction to testing. In several cities that we have
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studied, these test and text series are the heart of the instruc-
tional program. Students’ performance is monitored by regu-
lar testing that is keyed to text pages, and sometimes students
are retested until they achieve “mastery.” We have discovered
no studies that probe the frequency of such practices, though
they seem to be found chiefly in cities with many disadvantaged
students, where tests offer much more specific and prescriptive
guidance than ordinarily has been the case in the United States.

How does such testing affect instruction? There has been
surprisingly little research on the issue. Several researchers as-
sert that the tests have had a powerful effect on teaching (Darling-
Hammond, 1987; Darling-Hammond and Wise, 1985; Resnick
and Resnick, 1989; Romberg, Zarinnia, and Williams, 1989).
Competency tests are said to drive instruction in a mechanical
and simplistic direction. Teachers orient instruction to the test
items, and if students do poorly on the test, remediation con-
sists of drill on the items they do not know (Kreitzer, Madaus,
and Hancy, 1989; Madaus, 1988). A recent U.S. Department
of Education report claims that “accountability systems . . . are
very powerful policy tools that have changed school-level plan-
ning and teaching activities” (Office of Educational Research
and Improvement, 1988, p. 31).

But it also is often said that these claims only hold for
situations in which the tests carry “high stakes” (that is, they
count for students’ academic progress or for schools or teachers).
This condition does not hold for many minimum competency
testing programs (Ellwein, Glass, and Smith, 1988), or for many
students in high-stakes testing programs. 1t also scems to be ac-
cepted that such tests are much more likely to affect poor and
minority group children, since more advantaged students pass
the tests with little cffort. These considerations suggest that
the effects of minimum competency testing have been quite un-
even and are salient only for a particular scgment of the school
population. Additionally, we do not know how salient the tests
have been. because there have been no observational studies
of teachers' responses. The little research on competency test-
ing thus far is based on interviews with teachers who describe
the effects of testing in rather global terms, and the cvidence
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they present is very mixed (Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, 1988; Romberg, Zarinnia, and Williams, 1989).
The effects of testing are complicated by recent reforms.
Minimum competency testing has come under sharp attack, and
standardizing testing itself is the object of unprecedented criti-
cism. Several states recently have begun to use novel testing
programs in efforts to strengthen and radically change guidance
for instruction. The California state education department has
begun revising its statewide testing program in an effort to align
the state’s tests with its ambitious new curriculum frameworks.
State officials hope that if the tests are changed to assess think-
ing and understanding rather than facts and memorization, they
will drive instruction in the new directions. Connecticut has been
making similar changes, although it seems to rely on tests much
more than on instructional designs. Florida has dropped its mini-
murm competency testing program in favor of a radically different
approach to reform. Proposals for performance assessments have
become common, and many educational agencies claim to be
implementing them. This ferment is quite unprecedented, but
the developments are so recent that little is known about the
operation of innovative assessments, let alone their effects.

Monitoring Instruction

The inspection of students’ work, the observation of teaching,
and other monitoring constitute a fourth type of instructional
guidance. Monitoring also varies dramatically among nations.
French and British central school agencies long included inspec-
torates, whose duties cxtended to checking on the topics that
teachers covered, their pedagogy, and the materials they used.
British inspectors visited schools to maintain standards of work
and offer advice on content and pedagogy. Although this role
has fallen into disuse in Britain, they still publish reports and
conduct continuing professional education for teachers (Law-
ton and Gordon, 1987). Such arrangements were adopted in
one form or another in many former French and British colonies.

Monitoring has been extremely modest and inconsistent
in the United States. Few states and localitics systematically
monitored cither teachers’ coverage of curriculum or the qual-
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ity of classroom work. There were no education inspectorates,
nor was it common for principals to keep tabs on students’ and
teachers’ academic work (Schwille and others, 1983). Indeed,
it was uncommon for students to keep the detailed records that
would permit such monitoring. Even if such records were kept,
few principals involved themselves in instruction. Hence there
have been few checks on what materials are used, how they are
used, or what instruction is provided. In this respect, U.S.
teachers have had quite extraordinary autonomy.

Many observers believe that U.S. teachers nonetheless
teach more or less the same thing. They often point to the use
of textbooks, believing that the text determines instruction in
most classrooms. If teachers use the same text, it is expected
that they will teach the same subject matter. Though there has
been little research on this matter, the assumed homogeneity
of content coverage is unsupported by the available evidence.
Even when teachers use the same texts, their content coverage
seems to vary greatly (Putnam, Heaton, Prawat, and Remil-
lard, 1992; Schwille and others, 1983). The authors of one study
concluded that “this investigation challenge(s] the popular no-
tion that the content of math instruction in a given elementary
school is essentially equal to the textbook being used” (Freeman
and Porter, 1989, p. 418).

There are some recent signs of change. Many state and
local systems attempt to monitor instruction with minimum com-
petency tests, though the evidence suggests that these efforts are
quite inconsistent and often ineffective. But at least one local
school system that we visited went further: as it adopted more
centralized instructional guidarice, the district also devised a way
to monitor teachers’ coverage of it. Teachers fill out forms that
report chapter and page coverage in required texts, and the forms
are read by principals and central office officials. Some states
also have begun monitoring of a sort. South Carolina has used
test scores to identify both low-performing schools and districts
that need special attention and high-performing schools and dis-
tricts that can be released from various state requirements. But
there are few studies of these schemes, and we could find no
investigations of their cifects on instruction.
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Teacher Education and Licensing

Guidance for instruction in teacher education also varies greatly
among nations. In many countries, this is quite consistent with
other sorts of guidance. One key connection is with the schools’
curriculum; for instance, in Singapore, teachers’ professional
cducation is closely tied to the curriculum of the schools. Addi-
tionally, in many nations the requirements for licensure are na-
tional rather than local, and teacher education is consistent across
institutions. That is true at the national level in France, partly
because the ministry’s inspectors play a central role in the prepa-
ration of clementary school teachers in the Ecole Normale (Lewis,
1985). This tends to create consistency in the professional edu-
cation of teachers and in the messages they receive from differ-
ent clements of the system.

Such guidance is more of a hodgepodge in the United
States. States are the agency for licensure of virtually all occu-
pations: however, unlike medicine, teacher certification require-
ments arc inconsistent across states and often within them.
Chicago and New York City, for instance, have different certi-
fication requirements than do the states in which they are lo-
cated. The interstate differences are so considerable that one
recent studv concluded that “a teacher certified in one state is
unlikely to meet the certification requirements in another” (Hagg-
strom, Darling-Hammond, and Grissmer, 1988, p. 12).

Most requirements for certification focus on teachers’ edu-
cation, and virtually all concern higher education. But the state
agencies that set certification standards are remote from the col-
leges and universities that conduct most teacher cducation.
Morcover, certification agencies usually have little connection
with the state agencies that govern colleges and universities and,
in addition, have acted purcly in terms of course requirements
rather than course content or students’ performance. Hence there
is room for considerable variation in how colleges and univer-
sitics interpret the same requirements.

Another source of inconsistency is the loose relation be-
tween college and university requirements for teacher educa-
tion and the schools’ curricula. which vary within states, as well
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as within local districts. The variety of local instructional pro-
grams cannot be accounted for by teacher education depart-
ments, and in many cases members of those departments regard
the schools’ curricula as a collection of errors that intending
teachers must learn to avoid.

Against this background, the mere idea of consistent
guidance for teacher educatior. and licensing seems revolution-
ary, yet recently there have been moves in that direction. Most
notable is the National Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards (NBPTS), which has begun efforts to develop a volun-
tary national examination system for teachers. If successful, this
could lead to a partial national system for teacher certification,
which could profoundly affect teacher education.

Instructional Guidance: An Overview

Instructional guidance in the United States has been inconsis-
tent and diffuse. Many private and public agencies issue ad-
vice for instruction, but few take account of each other’s advice;
hence much guidance for instruction has been unrelated, diver-
gent, or contradictory and also largely decoupled from govern-
ment. Public agencies have extensive authority to guide instruc-
tion, but they delegate most of it to private firms or local schools.
The influence of U.S. school governments pales when compared
with central or provincial agencies in other countries.

Instructional guidance also filters the effects of other ini-
tiatives that aim to influence clessrooms. Prolific and inconsis-
tent guidance in the United States has muffled and diffused such
initiatives. Since government officials could not turn to an es-
tablished system of guidance, individual programs or policies
could not exert a powerful and consistent influence on instruc-
tion. Each was on its own, each competing with a buzz of other
advice. Federal and state policymakers dealt with this problem
by trying to mobilize special arrangements (for example, pro-
gram guidelines, evaluation, and technical assistance), but these
are ancillary to the core instruments of guidance and have been
no morc than modestly influential.

The result is paradoxical. Public and private agencics
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produce guidance more prolifically than in societies with much
more potent advice for instruction. But this does not press in-
struction In any consistent direction, because when guidance
is inconsistent and diffuse, no single test, curriculum, or policy
or program is likely to have a broad or marked effect. Many
teachers and students are aware of different sorts of advice, but
few are keenly aware of most of it. Many know that most guid-
ance is either weakly supported or contradicted by other advice
and that much can safely be ignored, which opens considerable
latitude to those who work within it.

Teachers’ habits and decisions are important in any sys-
tem of instruction, but when clear and strong guidance is ab-
sent, they become unusually important. The result in U.S. class-
rooms is curiously mixed. The forms of instruction are generally
traditional and the intellectual level usually low, but the spe-
cific content is remarkably variable. There are many reasons
for the variation, including differences in students’ inclinations
and teachers’ judgment, but one important reason is that stu-
dents’ and teachers’ preferences are not informed by a clear sys-
tem of common purposes and content. Classrooms around the
world are of course traditional in form as well, often much more
so than in the United States, but classrooms here exhibit a dis-
tinctive sort of diffuse, academically relaxed traditionalism. The
content is highly variable. Teachers’ work is guided more by
inherited practices and individual decisions than by any clear
and common view of what is to be covered, how it is to be cov-
ered, and why. In this sense, American schools have the worst
of both worlds.

Our point is not that instructional guidance has been ir-
relevant in U.S. schools. Rather, it has been relevant only when
someone chose to notice it and to do something about it. In a
sense, this is true anywhere: teachers in Singaporean or French
schools must notice guidance and choose to do something about
it before it can shape instruction, but its consistency, prescrip-
tiveness, and authority increase the chances that teachers will
notice the same advice. In contrast, teachers’ and students’ au-
tonomy have been enhanced in the United States because they
work in such a diffuse system of instructional guidance. The
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classroom doors behind which teachers labor are no thicker here
than elsewhere, but teachers receive fewer strong and consis-
tent messages about content and pedagogy. Hence, they and
their students have found it relatively easy to pursue their own
preferences once the doors have closed behind them.

The situation has begun to change as recent school re-
formers seek to cure the ills of U.S. education by mobilizing
more consistent guidance for instruction. We know little about
the effects of these efforts, but the cures bear an uncanny resem-
blance to the disease. Several states and localities are trying to
promote some form of consistent guidance, but quite naturally
do so independently of each other. Federal education officials,
as well as several national groups—the National Governors’ As-
sociation, the National Board for Professional Teaching Stan-
dards, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, and
others —recently have begun trying to create more consistent
guidance for instruction, but their efforts so far have been in-
dependent of many state and local endeavors. Some professional
associations also have taken up the idea, as have several aca-
demic disciplines; however, there is modest contact among these
endeavors as well, and little relation to state and local initia-
tives. We live in a blizzard of different, divergent, and often
inconsistent efforts to create more consistent guidance.

There also are deep divisions over the content of the re-
cent reforms. Proposals for more lively and demanding instruc-
tion are circulating in various political, disciplinary, and educa-
tional circles, but there are many versions of the new ideas.
These novel schemes also compete with established ideas and
practices, for “back to basics,” “effective schools,” and “direct
instruction” all are alive, well, and firmly rooted in school and
classroom practice.

All of this is par for the American course. Government
structure has not been changed by recent reforms, nor has po-
litical practice. The power of our ingeniously fragmented polit-
ical system is evident cven in efforts to cure fragmentation. Some
attack fragmentation as a barrier to more effective instruction,
but others celebrate it as a source of vitality in American insti-
tutions. Similarly, today’s disagreements about the aims and
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methods of education are only the most recent expression of old
tensions between our practical and anti-intellectual bent and our
occasionally more elevated aspirations. The dispute has deep
roots in both popular culture and the institutions of education,
and it would be astonishing if it were settled easily or soon.

Effects of Instructional Guidance

If instructional guidance is worth noticing, it must be because
it makes a difference to teaching and learning. But does it? Many
educators around the world would think the answer obvious and
affirmative. That guidance affects instruction is the working as-
sumption of many European and Asian school systems. But
many U.S. social scientists argue that it is difficult or impossi-
ble to steer education toward consistent practices or results, ow-
ing to weak knowledge of educational processes and other un-
certainties (Berlak and Berlak, 1989; Floden and Clark, 1988;
Jackson, 1968; Lampert, 1985; Lortie, 1975). John Meyer and
his associates contend that school systems therefore create elab-
orate rituals, building a “logic of confidence” to replace evidence
of rational relations between educational resources and processes
on the one hand and results on the other (Scott and Meyer,
1983). School systems “buffer” themselves by offering evidence
on attendance and degrees instead of on performance. Oddly,
there is little evidence on these contending assumptions. For
all the variation in instructional guidance, there is little research
on its effects.

Effects on Teaching

Many scholars assert that guidance affects teaching. In writing
of the effects of the French baccalaureat examinations, for in-
stance, Pat ficia Broadfoot notes that the “examination questions
virtually become the [schools] svllabus” (Broadfoot, 1984, p.
210). But guidance from one source can be offset by guidance
from another. Hence we put the issuc more specifically: Is teach-
ing morc consistent in school systems with more consistent n-
structional guidance? The only direct way to answer the ques-
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tion would be to connect evidence on the structure and content
of guidance in education systems to evidence on teaching within
them. The only study that permits such comparisons is the IEA’s
Second International Mathematics Study (SIMS), but while
SIMS contained evidence on math teaching and curriculum for
fifteen nations, it offered few data on system structure. David
Stevenson and David Baker (1991) compiled such data, focus-
ing on the degrec of central curriculum control, which they tied
to SIMS data on the consistency of topic coverage among tcach-
crs within nations. They found that cross-national differences
in the degree of central curriculum control were positively related
to consistency in the topics that teachers reported that they
taught. Teachers in nations with more centralized curriculum
control reported greater agreement on topics taught than did
tcachers in systems with less. More centrally controlled systems
also had fewer teachers who reported teaching little of the pre-
scribed curriculum. There was less within-system variation in
the amount of mathematics instruction in systems with more
national curriculum control than in those with local or provin-
cial control. Finally, tcachers in more locally controlled systems
were more likely o report that they adjusted instruction to lo-
cal conditions, including their perceptions of students’ ability
and mastery of mathematics (Stevenson and Baker. 1991).
Although modest, these differences all suggest an effect of con-
sistent guidance, but Stevenson and Baker point out that they
had no direct measures.

SIMS scems to be the only data set in which system-level
cttects can be explored. but instructional guidance operates at
many levels of education. Many recent studices of school effec-
tiveness have focused attention on school-level consistency in
guidance. The studies are of varying quality. but they show that
schools differ widely. Some adopt a laizzez-faire style, permit
diverse offerings and approaches. and thus create many choices
for teachers about what to teach and how, and for students about
what to vtudy and how much. Others offer mare consistent in-
structional guidance, thus limiting both instructional offerings
and faculty and student choices (Cusick, 1983: Powell, Farrar,
and Cohen, 1985: Bryk. Lee, and Smith, 1990).
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What explains the effects of instructional guidance on
teaching? Researchers who study individual schools offer varied
answers to the question. Some point to school heads’ leadership
in forging consensus about goals and methods; others focus on
school “climate,” or shared norms for instruction zmong faculty
and students (Bryk, Lee, and Smith, 1990), ard others offer
levels of faculty collegiality and cooperation (Purl:ey and Smith,
1983). But other analysts point as much to structural as cul-
tural factors; that is, some schools are committed to less differen-
tiation in the curriculum and thus to fewer choices for students
and teachers, creating more consistency by organizing curricu-
lum around a common core of courses (Powell, Farrar, and Co-
hen, 1985). Not surprisingly, such schools tend to be smaller
(Bryk, Lee, and Smith, 1990). which suggests another influence
on consistency. Researchers who study school systems offer a
different sort of answer: more central control of curriculum
produces more consistent topic coverage (Stevenson and Baker,
1991). But it is possible that such consistency only expresses what
teachers learned as students. If elementary and secondary schools
are the prime agencies of teacher education, as many scholars
argue, then the curriculum that teachers present may reflect their
earlier school learning, rather than current official directives.
The difference could be consequential for reform: if official direc-
tives are a potent influence on teachers’ actions, then recent state
and national reforms might quickly affect classroom work, but
if consistency is more the result of inattentive curricular hand-
me-downs, then changes in pelicy could take much longer to
find their way into classroom pra-tice.

Effects on Learning

Our interest in the effect of instructional guidance on teaching
is partly instrumental: we want to know if it affects learning.
There is, unfortunately, no cross-national evidence on this is-
sue, nor do we expect anything persuasive soon, for research-
ers would have to connect evidence on the large structure of
educational systems with evidence on the fine structure of teach-
ing, and connect both of those to lecarning. Furthermore, they
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would have to do so across many different nations with differ-
ent school systems. It would be an immensely complex task to
make those connections while also taking other salient influences
into account. If the prior history of research on school effects
is any precedent, knowledge will grow slowly.

But many U.S. schools have tried to improve learning
by increasing guidance for instruction, and many rescarchers
have investigated the effects. One body of evidence arises from
studies associated with the movement for “effective schools.” Re-
searchers reported that students’ achievement improved or was
higher than expected in schools in which leaders focused on com-
mon goals and faculty had high expectations for students (Pur-
key and Smith, 1983; Rowan, 1990). But these studies usually
involved only a few schools, and most offered very limited data
on school organization and culture (Purkey and Smith, 1983).

More systematic evidence on the effects of school-level
guidance arises from reanalyses of the High School and Beyond
data set. Bryk and Driscoll (1988) probed the relations between
various measures of schools as “communities” and students’ per-
formance. Community included shared values, common cur-
riculum and other activities, and an ethos of caring for students.
Schools that were high on these dimensions had significantly
lower dropout rates and absenteeism and slightly higher gains
in mathematics achievement. Le and Bryk (1989) used the same
data set to probe differences in .cnools’ constraint of curricular
choices. Schools that channeled most work into a common cur-
riculum created consistency by increasing the amount of work
that students did in common. Lee and Bryk argued that such
schools tended to reduce performance differences among stu-
dents over time, particularly for minority students. In a later
article they wrote that schools can “minimize the normal differen-
tiation effects that accompany wide latitude in course choices. . . .
[[]nitial differences among students’ [performance] can be either
amplified or constrained” (Bryk, Lee, and Smith, 1990, p. 178).

John Chubb and Terry Moe also reanalyzed High School
and Beyond and stressed consistent instructional guidance even
more. They argued that high-performing high schools arc marked
by “coherence,” in which principals “provide a clear vision of
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where the schools are going . . . [and] encourage . . . coopera-
tion and collegiality.” These attributes add up to “organizational
coherence” (Chubb and Moe, 1990, p. 91). They also found
that students performed better when school staffs had a coher-
ent vision of academic goals and were collegial and coopera-
tive, although the magnitude of the effect was quite modest.

Summary of Effects

What can we conclude about the effects of instructional guid-
ance? For one thing, consistency is a construct with quite differ-
ent dimensions. One linc of thought focuses on culturc and
values, another on the organization of curriculum choice, and
a third on leadership. For another, most research on the effects
of instructional guidance is recent, and the evidence is modest.
One cross-national study seems to show that more central cur-
riculum control is medestly associated with greater topical con-
sistency in teaching, and various U.S. school studies claim that
more consistent instructional guidance is associated with more
consistent instruction. But no field studies make a convincing
case for the causal power of guidance, and no cross-system
studies connect consistency at the system level with student per-
formance. Both are crucial gaps. A diverse body of research
shows that more consistent instruction and instructional guidance
in schools are associated with higher student achievement, but
the causal ambiguities remain, and there are significant prob-
lems in inferences from schools to systems. Additionally, although
most studies reveal only modest effects, scholars argue fiercely
about them (Witte, 1990).

Even if the studics were more extensive and co «vincing,
there is another problem: the measure of student achievement
in all this research has been traditional standardized tests. These
tests entail a version of academic accomplishment that is said
to depend heavily on recall of isolated facts and mastery of rou-
tine mental operations—just the sort of work that recent re-
formers wish schools to put aside in favor of more sophisticated
endeavors. Can we assume that a positive effect of consistent
guidance on such tests would hold for more challenging ver-
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sions of achievement? It seems doubtful. Some would argue that
the ambitious academic work recent reformers seek would be
inimical to consistent guidance. With Theodore Sizer, they
would say that if schools are to cultivate sophisticated and inde-
pendent instruction, they must be sophisticated and independent.

Do we conclude that instructional guidance affects teach-
ing and learning? Plainly it does, somehow, but how? Are the
effects of guidance fragmentary or systemic? Specifically, are
teaching and learning more consistent in systems that have more
consistent guidance for instruction? Evidence on this question
is thin. There is some support for the idea in one cross-national
study, as well as in many smaller studies of schools, but these
studies are limited in many ways, and the authors of the cross-
national study caution their readers against making too much
of the results (Stevenson and Baker, 1991). There is, for exam-
ple, no evidence that would permit us to distinguish the effects
of formal guidance from teachers’ earlier learning. Research on
this matter does not offer much support for recent U.S. efforts
to use instructional guidance to press teaching and learning
toward greater consistency.

Change in Teaching

Uncertainty about the effects of instructional guidance looms
even larger when we consider the content of guidance that
reformers wish to offer teachers and students. They propose to
transform teaching from relatively dull and routine practices
into exciting and intellectually demanding ones. To this end
many argue for novel assessments that are tied to both new cur-
riculum frameworks and radically revised instructional materials,
a combination seen as a way to dramatically change learning
and teaching. Would that happen? The studies discussed thus
far have little to say on this point, for they all concern the present
and past operations of schools and school systems. What do we
know about how tcachers might change in responsc to more con-
sistent and ambitious guidance for their work?

Precious little, if we want a direct answer. We have found
no studies of school systems that attempted to shift from local
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autonomy and traditional teaching to more centrally controlied
and intellectually ambitious instruction. None of the national
school systems that currently exhibit great consistency did so.
Some evolved over the course of several centuries, others were
hastily created in the wake of decolonization, but in neither case
were teachers required to change from well-established tradi-
tional practice to novel and much more adventurous practice.

Some have studied efforts to turn teaching in a more ad-
venturous direction. Larry Cuban found that American class-
rooms remained traditional despite progressive reforms (Cuban,
1984). He argued that teaching changes at a glacial pace and
in fragmentary fashion. In most cases teachers borrowed bits
and pieces of progressive ideas and practices and integrated them
into standard classroom formats. That conclusion fits with the
studies of other investigators in the United States and the United
Kingdom, who all concluded that efforts to make teaching more
ambitious produced change at the margins but little else (Good-
lad, Klein, and Associates, 1974; Popkewitz, Tabachnick, and
Wehlage, 1982; Stevens. 1912).

It might be objected that progressivism was only a pro-
gram. There were many ideas, books, articles, pamphlets. and
even a few teacher education agencies devoted to the “new edu-
cation,” and some professors taught courses. But there were no
curricula, no asscssments, no instructionai frameworks that
might have helped teachers to learn a different pedagogy. From
this perspective, the 1950s curriculum reforms were an improve-
ment, for there were many new textbooks, and teachers had
many opportunitics to learn about the curricula. Some of the
new texts were widely adapted, and many teachers took advan-
tage of opportunities to learn. But reports of great change in
teaching were few and far between. Some teachers dramatically
changed their approach to instruction in the early years of re-
form, but many more struggled to understand and change (Sara-
son, 1977). Most teachers made only marginal changes, graft-
ing bits of reform ideas and practices onto established, traditional
teaching. There is indirect evidence that these were major
changes for the teachers involved (Cohen, 1993h:; Cohen and
Ball, 1990). but the difficulty of such change was not appreciated
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by most (Sarason, 1977). Measures that might have supported
more change thus were not contemplated, much less taken, and
changed educational priorities soon swept away opportunities
for teachers to learn more. A subsequent National Science Foun-
dation (NSF)-sponsored study found few classroom traces of the
curriculum reforms (Stake and Easley, 1978).

Would not the recent reforms be much more potent? In-
stead of ne'w texts and opportunities for further education, there
would be an entire guidance system: new instructional frame-
works reflected in novel sorts of assessment, in new curriculum
materials, and in new approaches to teacher licensing and edu-
cation. Would not “systemic reform” (Smith and O’Day, 1991)
offer much more structure for teaching, much richer opportu-
nities for teacher learning, and a chance for professional com-
munity in teaching? Would not more direction offer more sup-
port and pressure for change?

The idea has some appeal. But if greater structure and
consistency would offer a more substantial basis for change in
teaching, it does not follow that change would be easy or swift,
for the greater structure would frame new and ambitious pur-
poses, content, and methods. The agenda for teacher change
would be vast, even with greater guidance. Consider, for ex-
ample, studies of the “new math” in Europe. Some European
school systems that adopted the new math had more consistent
guidance for instruction than did others or the United States,
but those differences did not seem to effect change in teaching.
The research is spotty, but the most detailed study argues that
the processes of reform were strikingly similar across systems
with very different structures (Moon, 1986). Reports about
change in teaching also were quite homogeneous across systems.
Participants and researchers reported that classroom practice
changed only a little, and for the most part in fragmentary ways
(Damerow, 1980; Howson, 1980; Moon, 1986; Oldham, 1980a,
1980b; Van der Blij, Hilding, and Weinzweig, 1980). The new
math seemed to fare little differently in the French system of
consistent guidance structures than in the less consistent Brit-
ish or U.S. systems (Welch, 1979).

We are inclined to think that some versions of systemic




70 Designing Coherent Education Policy

reform could offer more support for radical change in teaching
than purely decentralized arrangements, but there is no evidence
on the relative rates or depth of change under various organi-
zational conditions. More important, there is growing evidence
of several fundamental obstacles to the changes that reformers
currently urge, none of which are structural in nature. One con-
cerns teachers’ knowledge. The recent reforms demand a depth
and sophistication in teachers’ grasp of academic subjects that
is far beyond most public school teachers. For instance, although
math is a leading area in the current reforms, most elementary
school teachers have a very modest understanding of the mathe-
matics they teach (Post and others, 1988; Thompson, 1984).
They would need to learn a great deal more if the reforms were
to have any chance of success. More important, teachers would
have to shed established modes of understanding and adopt more
modern, constructivist versions of knowledge. Such change is
not just a matter of learning more—it could fairly be termed
a revolution, and scholarship in several fields has shown that
intellectual revolutions are very difficult to foment (Cohen,
1990b; Cohen and Ball, 1990; Fiske and Taylor, 1984; Markus
and Zajonc, 1985; Nisbett and Ross, 1980; Kuhn, 1970).

Another obstacle lies in tcaching. Even if teachers knew
all that they needed, the reforms propose that students become
active, engaged, and collaborative. If so, classroom roles would
have ro change radically. Teachers would have to rely on stu-
dents to produce much more instruction, and students would
have to think and act in ways they rarely do. Teachers would
have to become coaches or conductors and abandon more famjl-
iar and didactic roles in which they “tell knowledge” to students
(Lampert, 1988; Newmann, 1988; Roehler and Duffy, 1988;
Scardamalia, Bereiter, and Steinbach, 1984; Sizer, 1984). Re-
scarchers have studied only a few efforts at such change, but
they report unusual difficulty, for teachers must manage com-
plex interactions about complex ideas in rapid-fire fashion. The
uncertainties of teaching multiply phenomenally, as does teach-
ers’ vulnerability (Cohen, 1988; Cuban, 1964; Lampert, 1988;
Roehler and Duffy, 1988; Newmann, 1988).

Because the recent reforms would require much teacher
learning, they would requirc many changes in teachers’ oppor-
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tunities to learn—a third obstacle to change. Those who pres-
ently teach would need many educational opportunities on the
job as well as off in colleges, universities, and other agencies.
Yet few schools now offer teachers many chances to learn while
they teach, and what they do offer is generally deemed weak
at best. Most continuing education in universities has a dismal
reputation among teachers and researchers. In addition, intend-
ing teachers would require fundamentally revamped undergrad-
uate disciplinary and professional education. Few intending
elementary teachers can major in an academic subject, and few
intending teachers of any sort can learn new approaches to sub-
ject matter or pedagogy, since college and university educators
rarely teach as reformers now intend (Boyer, 1987; Cohen, 1988;
Cuban, 1984; McKeachie, Pintrich, Lin, and Smith, 1986).

More consistent guidance for instruction could not solve
these problems although, under some conditions too complex
to spell out here, it might help. But fundamental change in teach-
ing also would require fundamental reform of the education of
intending and practicing teachers, and equally fundamental

changes in schools and universities to support such learning.
Even with those reforms, deep change in teaching probably
would be slow and difficuit.

Beyond Formal Structure

Guidance for instruction never stands alone. School systems con-
tain not only rules and formal structures but also beliefs about
authority, habits of deference and resistance, and knowledge
about how things work. Culture and social organization inter-
twine with formal structure. The success of school systems in
Europe and Asia that offer consistent guidance may owe more
to the influences of culture and society than to government or
system structure. Because U.S. socicty often undermines aca-
demic effort, the attention to system structure in our current
reform movement may be misplaced.

Social Circumstances of Schooling

Higher education and business firms are the two largest con-
sumers of schooling in most socicties. Hence, their consumption
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patterns send signals concerning the qualities and accomplish-
ments they find desirable in students. The consumption pat-
terns of American colleges and universities send mixed but
generally weak signals about the importance of strong academic
performance. Only a small group of highly selective colleges and
universities has demanding admissions standards, so only a few
students can enter them. A much larger fraction has very modest
requirements: students need only a thin record of academic ac-
complishment in high school, often only a “C” or low “B” aver-
age, to be acceptable for admission. Only high school gradua-
tion is required for admission in still another large group of
institutions, and not even high school graduation is required
in another large group. There is something to celebrate in this,
for many students have a second or third chance to make good
despite previous failures. But these arrangements also signal that
it is irrational for most high school students to work hard in order
to get into college or university (Bishop, 1989a, 1989b; Powell,
Farrar, and Cohen, 1985; Trow, 1961, 1988).

A similar situation holds for the employment practices
of most U.S. businesses. Few firms ask for students’ high school
transcripts or references from teachers when considering them
for employment, and even when they do request transcripts,
only a tiny fraction of schools supply them (Bishop, 1989a,
1989b). The lack of employer interest deters students from think-
ing that grades, effort, or behavior count for jobs, and it deters
teachers from thinking that their judgments about students could
make a difference (Rosenbaum and Kariya, 1989). Hence it
would be irrational for students who intend leaving high school
for work to do their best in school. Thinking deeply is difficult,
and only a small fraction of students seem intrinsically moti-
vated to do it. If students can get jobs without presenting evi-
dence of their grades, school behavior, and teachers’ evaluations
of their work, why should they work hard?

Colleges and universities in Japan, France, and many
other nations, on the other hand, lay great weight on students’
performance in high school or on high school leaving and univer-
sity entrance exams. If students wish to enter a university, it
is essential to work hard in school and get good grades, pre-
pare for the exams, or both (Rosenbaum and Kariya, 1987).
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There are many troublesome features of such systems, includ-
ing the exclusion of able students who do not do well on exams,
but they leave no doubt in any minds about the importance of
hard work and good school performance.

Employers in many nations also pay close attention to stu-
dents’ secondary school records in hiring decisions. This is true
in Japan, New South Wales, Australia, Singapore, and West
Germany (Bishop, 1987, 1989a, 1989b; Clark, 1985; Kariya
and Rosenbaum, 1987; Rosenbaum and Kariya, 1989). Em-
ployers routinely review transcripts and teacher references when
high school graduates or early school leavers apply for jobs. In
some cases, schools and employers work closely in placing stu-
dents in apprenticeship or regular work situations. Teachers
know this, as do students, so it is understood that students who
do not apply themselves and behave decently in school will have
difficulty finding good jobs. Hence there are important rewards
for academic effort and good behavior, even for students who
have no ambitions for further education.

Culture

Incentives are not the whole story. The values attached to learn-
ing and teaching differ among societies, as do attitudes toward
authority and habits of child rearing. Such beliefs, values, and
habits may support the guidance that issues from formal agen-
cies in some cases and subvert it in others.

Americans have long been ambivalent about intellectual
work: anti-intellectualism is a prominent feature in American
culture (Hofstadter, 1963), and we are inclined to value expe-
rience over formal education. Americans also value practical
rather than intellectual content within formal education (for ex-
ample, learning to “get along”) and job-related knowledge and
skills (Cusick, 1983; Lynd and Lynd, 1929; Poweli, Farrar, and
Cohen, 1985). Eighty-one percent of the respondents in a re-
cent Gallup poll said that the chief reasons people want their
children to get a formal education are job opportunities, prepa-
ration for a better life, better paying jobs, and financial secu-
rity. Only 15 percent said that the chief reason was to become
more knowledgeable or to learn to think and understand (Elam
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and Gallup, 1989). Relatively few American mothers report
working closely with their children on academic tasks or offer-
ing support for hard work and success in school (Stevenson and
others, 1985; Stevenson, Lee, and Stigler, 1986).

Intellectual work and academic accomplishment appear
to be more highly regarded in other societies. In Japan and
China, for instance, parents take education very seriously and
hold teachers in high esteem. Investigators report that Japanese
mothers play a central role in their childrens’ academic success
(Holloway, Kashiwagi, Hess, and Hiroshi, 1986; Lebra, 1976;
Shimahara, 1986; White, 1987). They encourage children and
work closely with them on assignments, creating an environ-
ment conducive to learning (Holloway, Kashihagi, Hess, and
Hiroshi, 1986; Stevenson and others, 1985; Stevenson and Lee,
1990; White, 1987). Similar practices are found among Chinese
parents (Stevenson and Lee, 1990). Japanese and Chinese mothers
also seem to hold higher standards for their children and to have
more realistic evaluations of their achievement than American
mothers (Stevenson and Lee, 1990).

Family life and values may support successful schooling
in Japan while impeding it in the United States. One researcher
noted that “it would be quite impossible to take account of
Japanese formal education without recognizing that—in many
ways — it lives in close symbiosis with that culture” (King, 1986,
p. 75; see also White, 1987). American commentators often have
offered similar explanations of weak work in school here (Cole-
man, 1961; Cusick, 1983; Lynd and Lynd, 1929; Powell, Far-
rar, and Cohen, 1985).

Habits of assnciation and attitudes toward authority also
may help to explain why formal guidance for instruction seems
to be treated more seriously in some societies than in others.
Since Alexis de Tocqueville, observers have noted Americans’
distinctive individualism: their preoccupation with personal au-
tonomy and their focus on individual expression and develop-
ment. These qualities often have been contrasted with more
cooperative and deferential behavior in other societies, in which
people seem more preoccupied with how they can fit in, work
with others, and advance collective values. For instance, Japan-
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ese teachers carefully foster cooperative work on common tasks,
build habits of collaboration and conflict resolution, and teach
accommodation to group preferences. They exercise great pa-
tience in encouraging students to work with groups and use
groups to regulate behavior, manage conflict, and support de-
sired attitudes. In the process, Japanese teachers accommodate
“discipline” problems that would be intolerable to most Ameri-
cans. But they build many centers of support for the values and
behavior that they wish to inculcate rather than assuming the
entire burden themselves. Many “discipline” problems are there-
fore managed by other students rather than the teacher alone
(Boocock, 1989; Peak, 1989).

Many American teachers instead foster individual work
on individual tasks, cultivate little or no group activity, and rarely
build group strength. They do not support accommodation to
group preferences but tend to impose their own preferences. They
manage all discipline problems themselves and have little pa-
tience with misbehavior. American students learn little about
alternative ways to manage conflict or about collaborative work.

Thomas Rohlen (1989) framed these comparisons in a
broad analysis of differences in organizational life. He viewed
Japanese classrooms as marked by more respect and deference
than those in the United States but as less hierarchical and
teacher centered. The Japanese emphasis on accommodation
to group values and cooperative work helps to explain the coex-
istence of two things that strike Americans as inconsistent: defer-
ence to authority and enormous capacity for productive work
in decentralized organizations. Rohlen notes that these quali-
ties are found in all sorts of organizations, from primary class-
rooms to business and government. “The result is an overall
social structure that is in many respects centrifugal in terms of
affiliation and the capacity to order events. Social contexts and
organizations are built up from the bottom (or the outside), so
to speak, in a way that invests the peripheral entities with great
stability. The locus of social order is in the lower-level, subor-
dinate groupings. . . . These entities gain a degree of autonomy
from the fact that internally they are strengthened by the pattern
of attacl. ment we are considering” (Rohlen, 1989, pp. 31-32).
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Americans have few alternatives between individualism
and imposed authority. We often fluctuate between centralized
hierarchies and decentralization. The result makes it difficult
for central authority to succeed, while also precluding the de-
velopment of alternatives. The remarkable consistency in Japan-
ese education may owe as much to deference to authority, habits
of accommodation, and extraordinary pressures for cooperation
at all levels as to formal guidance.

Conclusion

Most schemes for fundamental change present a paradox. They
offer appealing visions of a new order but also contain a devas-
tating critique of existing realities, which, if pursued, reveals
the lack of many capacities that would be required to realize
and sustain the new vision. Reformers can imagine a better
world in which those capacities would be created, but their prob-
lem is more practical: how to create the new world when those
capacities are lacking.

Recent reform proposals offer a version of this puzzle,
for they entail two dramatic departures from American politi-
cal and instructional practice. One is that schools should pro-
mote a new instructional order marked by deep comprehension
of academic subjects, in which students are active learners rather
than passive recipients and in which teachers practice a much
more thoughtful and demanding pedagogy. The other is radi-
cal reform in school governance and instructional guidance to
produce the desired changes in classrooms. These reforms in-
clude a national examination or testing system, national cur-
ricula, a national system of teacher certification, and many
equally dramatic reforms at the state level. Although different
in important ways, all of these plans and proposals move sharply
toward greater state, national, or federal control of education.
All seek to realize new and ambitious sorts of teaching and learn-
ing in ordinary classrooms. Hence all represent an effort to
much more powerfully guide instructional practice with policy.
These are astonishing, even revolutionary, proposals that are
appealing in many respects. But we have pointed to weak ca-
pacities for change in several crucial departments.
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One is politics. Reformers seek much greater state, na-
tional, or federal control of education and a consequent tight-
ening of the links between central policy and local practice. But
the entire fragmented apparatus of American government weighs
against such ventures. Past efforts have met with extremely
limited success, and they produced organizational side effects
that have greatly complicated governance and administration.

These reforms sketched above seem unlikely to succeed
unless the governance and organization of U.S. education is
either greatly streamlined or simply bypassed. Streamlining has
much appeal, including relief from the burdens consequent upon
past efforts to reform local practice with state or federal policy.
But streamlining would entail an unprecedented reduction of
existing policies and programs, and thus a reduction in exist-
ing governmental authorities at all levels. It would spell the end
of many state and local government fiinctions in education, even
though it could ease many administrative and organizational
problems. What would induce local and state officials to accept
the diminishment or demise of their domains? Visions of a bet-
ter school system? Barring fiscal catastrophe or a sustained mass
movement for fundamental change in education, we see no sign
of the requisite inducements.

Bypassing government appeals to many partly because
the prospects for streamlining seem so bleak. The creation of
nongovernmental or quasi-nongovernmental authorities that
may design a national cxamination system already is under way.
A similar course of action has been taken by the National Board
on Professional Teaching Standards in its efforts to create a na-
tional system of teacher examination and certification. Such
bypass operations have great short-run appeal, for avoiding
government sponsorship and operations could greatly case the
work of designing and developing national education systems
of one sort or another. But the systems thus created would only
work in the medium and long run if government were stream-
lined, for naticnal curricula, examinations, or teacher certifica-
tion systems could operate efficiently only if many extant poli-
cies and programs regarding testing, curriculum, instruction,
and teacher licensing fell into disuse. Of course, that would
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require many existing state and local government authorities
to fade away, the difficulties of which we just touched upon.

Instructional practice is a second realm in which the ca-
pacity for change is weak. Reformers seek much more thought-
ful, adventurous, and demanding teaching and learning, and
they envision new instructional guidance to produce it. But
nearly the entire corpus of instructional practice weighs against
it. Teachers and students spend most of their time with lectures,
recitations, and worksheets. Intellectual demands generally are
modest, and a great deal of the work is dull. Only a modest
fraction of public school teachers have deep knowledge of any
academic subject. Research and experience both show that past
efforts to fundamentally change teaching have had modest effects
at best. Most often, they have resulted in fragmentary adop-
tion of new practices, or translation of new practices into old
ones, or both.

Solutions to these capacity problems would require fun-
damental redevelopment in education. An intellectually ambi-
tious system of instructional guidance would be one key element,
but few Americans have had the education or experience that
would prepare them to understand such guidance or put it to
appropriate use. To build new capacities for education would
be to reeducate many Americans. That is obviously true for
teachers, but teachers’ efforts would not prosper if parents and
political leaders did not understand and support their work. Ad-
ditionally, few teachers work in schools that could support rad-
ically different approaches to instruction, let alone teache¢~s’
efforts to learn such things. Building new capacity would re-
quire that schools become places in which teachers could learn
and teach very differently.

Such redevelopment would be an immenscly ambitious
endeavor. The crestion of new instructional guidance arrange-
ments would be an extraordinary research and development task,
surely the largest ever in U.S. education. For cxample, new ex-
aminations would have to be invented, to assess a broader range
of academic knowledge and skills than conventional tests. The
cxams also would assess students’ skill and knowledge in more
diverse ways, for example, writing essays in English, explain-
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ing and justifying answers in chemistry, and offering nonnu-
merical representations of mathematical problem solving. Be-
cause examinations of this sort would invite students to use and
display a broad range of knowledge and skill (Nickerson, 1989),
the results would be difficult and time consuming to evaluate,
especially for a large and diverse population. Such things are
possible, and approximations can be found here and there in
the United States and some other nations (Resnick and Res-
nick, 1989). But the approach has been little tried in the United
States, although specialists are just beginning to invent exam-
ples and a few states are beginning to experiment with them
(California State Department of Education, 1985). A few prob-
lems with such exams have already been suggested (Porter,
1990), but many others are likely to appear if they actually are
developed and widely used.

New curricula also would be nceded for any guidance sys-
temn keyed to deep understanding of academic subjects. Instruc-
tional frameworks, texts, and other materials would have to be
devised, along with curriculum guides that focused attention
on key clements of each academic subject. These materials would
have to be accessible to a large and diverse population of teachers
and learners, and they would be most useful if designed in a
way that teachers could leain from them while teaching, prepar-
ing to teach, and reconsidering their teaching. Such materials
would be most helpful to tcachers and students if subject coverage
were integrated across the grades. Though such things seem pos-
sible, they are entircly unfzmiliar in the U.S. A few states arc
just beginning to develop more demanding and thoughtful cur-
ricula, but it secms rcasonable to expect that such a novel cn-
deavor would take a long time to develop and longer to maturc.

Neither new cxams nor new curricula would work unless
teachers understood them, and as things now stand, most teach-
ers would not. This problem might be solved in part if teachers
were extensively involved in building new frameworks, curric-
ula, and assessments and in grading students’ work. Such ac-
tivities could be extraordinarily cducative if they were designed
with that end in view. but to do so would greatly complicate
the development tasks. Additionally, these activities would reach
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only a fraction of the teaching force and touch only part of the
reeducation need. Teacher education itself would have to be
greatly improved, which would require fundamental changes
in college and university education, to deepen both professional
and subject matter education and focus much more closely on
the content of schooling. Such daunting changes might be en-
couraged by the examination system that the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards has proposed. Intending
teachers’ grasp of subject matter and pedagogy could be fairly
assessed, then the exams might offer college and university pro-
grams sensible targets for their educational efforts. If the tar-
gets were accepted, if teacher education programs were revised
accordingly, and if school systems used the exam results as hir-
Ing criteria, the quality of teaching might be greatly improved.
But note that such changes would be immense: the examina-
tions do not now exist, and it would take colleges and universi-
ties at least a generation to make the required instructional re-
forms. The National Board is Just beginning to develop some
exams, and current estimates are that it will take at least three
years to produce an initial prototype in a single subject for a
grade or two. The NBPTS staff hopes that a full set of exami-
nations will be developed by the year 1997, though no one really
knows how long it will take. Here too Americans are relatively
inexperienced. Even if the exams were developed roughly on
schedule, it would be prudent to assume that many adjustments
would be required as the exams came into use, and only a hand-
ful of professors have given any thought to the reforms of higher
education that might dramatically unprove the education of in-
tending teachers.

It would be no mean feat to solve any one of these re-
search and development problems by itself. But the recent re-
forms are “systemic”; that is, they seek to link assessment of stu-
dents’ performance to the content and form of ¢ urriculum guides
and course materials, and to tie both of them to teacher educa-
tion. Hence the rescarch and development tasks sketched above
should be undertaken jointly, which would be an extraordinar-
ily demanding and time-consuming effort.

Although changes in instructional guidance are crucial,
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they would not work all by themselves. Americans are well used
to local control of education, and they have been less and less
inclined to defer to teachers. Radical reform of instruction would
be unlikely to get very far unless parents and political leaders
supported it, yet to do so these Americans would have to em-
brace very different conceptions of knowledge, teaching, learn-
ing, and schooling than they currently do. That is possible. For
instance, administrators, political leaders, and parents could
learn about new examinations by participating in their devel-
opment, in field trials, and in revisions. Though such work prob-
ably would increase conflict in the short run, it might increase
the long-run chances that the finished exams would be under-
stood, accepted, and used appropriately. But the learning would
be a great change for parents and political leaders, no less difficult
than for teachers and students, and to give administrators, par-
ents, and politicians opportunities to learn would complicate,
slow down, and alter the development of new exams.
Finally, the reforms we have been discussing would re-
quire changes in individual school operations and organization.
One reason is that teachers and administrators would have a
great deal to learn. It is unlikely they could offer the intellectu-
ally ambitious instruction that reformers seek unless they had
ample time to learn on the job. Another reason is that the new
instruction would be much more complex and demanding than
the common fare in schools today. It is unlikely that teachers
could do such work unless they had the autonomy to make com-
plicated decisions, to work with colleagues, and to revise as they
went. Still anotker reason is that teachers could hardly contrib-
ute to the development of a common instructional system un-
less they had much more time and opportunitics to work with
others in education beyond their school. How could these changes
be made in the context of reforms that entail much greater cen-
tral authority and power? This could not be done easily, unless
the reforms were carefully designed to enhance such autonomy,
and unless the capacities to exercise it were nurtured at all levels
of education. Marshall Smith and Jennifer O’'Day (1991) have
sensibly argued that systemic reform would require a combi-
nation of “bottom-up” and “top-down” change. But given the
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present organization of U.S. schools and school governments,
and the work habits of policymakers, teachers, and adminis-
trators, that would be a great change indeed.

These observations suggest that the recent reforms might
have more chances of success if the entire venture were con-
ceived and executed as a great educational enterprise, one in
which state and national leaders had as much to learn as teachers
and students. That seems appropriate to a set of proposals that
would require such radical change in individuals and institu-
tions and the cultivation of so many new capacities. But the re-
cent reforms began to catch Americans’ imagination just as eco-
nomic and social problems further constrained the capacities
for change. States and localities are struggling with a massive
fiscal crisis, and many confront staggering social problems.

What happens when grand visions of change collide with
limited capacities? The most common consequences are incre-
mental alteration at the margin of institutions and practices,
or self-defeating results, or both. For example, education reform-
ers could relatively casily add streamlining mandates and a layer
of streamlining agencies to the existing accumulation of man-
dates and organizations. But they would find it much more
difficult and costly to replace the present cluttered and frag-
mented structure with one that was much simpler and more
powerful. Similarly, bypass operations could easily add com-
plexity and confusion rather than reducing them. Governments
would not sit still: experience suggests that they would respond
by regulating the bypassing agencies, or by finding roles for
themselves in interpreting and managing the functions gener-
ated by the bypassing agencies, or by taking over the bypass
agencies without closing down the authorities that were to have
been bypassed, or some combination of the above. Similarly,
it would be relatively casy and cheap for reformers to add man-
dates for more thoughtful teaching and learning on top of ex-
tant mandates for teaching basic skills, informing students about
drugs and AIDS, remedial education, bilingual education, and
programs for cooperative learning and improving students’ self-
concepts. It would be much more difficult and costly to replace
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the present cluttered and fragmented accumulation of instruc-
tional guidance with a system that was simpler, more focused,
and more powerful. It would be even more difficult to redevelop
education in ways that would enable most educators to take ad-
vantage of such changes.

But uncommon results are always possible. For instance,
the recent reforms might succeed by a sort of osmosis. If re-
formers kept up the pressure for several decades, much more
consistent and demanding instruction might result. Indeed,
the extraordinary fragmentation of American institutions may
create a porosity that would permit such change. That sort of
osmosis seems to have occurred in the spread of basic skills in-
struction during the 1970s and 1980s. Vastly more time and
pressure would be required for the more difficult reforms that
we have discussed here, and most reform movements in educa-
tion are notoriously brief. But the fragmentation of Ameri-
can government could open many opportunities to persistent
reformers.

We also may underestimate the ingenuity of policymakers
and educators. Perhaps they will seize on the growing social and
financial crisis to turn schools in the direction that reformers
wish. Streamlining, simplification, and consistency could be ap-
pealing slogans in an era of falling budgets and rising problems.
Perhaps the crippling legacy of the Reagan years in public
finance and the economy will become an opportunity to press
ahead with its naticnalizing legacy in education.

No one knows how the story will turn out. But if Ameri-
can politics and education run true to form, reformers will do
better at addition than subtraction. They will introduce many
different schemes to make education more consistent, but they
will be less able to produce consistency among those schemes,
to greatly reduce the clutter of previous programs and policies,
or to fundamentally change teaching. If so, current efforts to
reduce fragmentation would only add several new and unrclated
layers of educational requirements and instructional refinements
on top of many old and inconsistent layers. The new ideas would
have their day, but only at the expense of further clutter and
inconsistency.
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The Role of
Local School Districts in
Instructional Improvement

Richard F. Eimore

The Role of School Districts in Educational Reform

It is commonplace in America to assert that education is a state
responsibility that is locally administered. Although states re-
tain formal legal authority, this prevailing view contends, lo-
cally elected boards of education and local school administrators
bear primary responsibility for most, if not all, of the decisions
that have the most direct effect on teaching and learning in
schools. Education reform, however, at least since the early
1980s, has been synonymous with state policymaking. States
have shown an unprecedented willingness to make increasingly
prescriptive policies on a broad range of subjects previously not
addressed at all by state policy or left largely to the discretion
of local districts: graduation standards for students, entry re-
quirements for teachers, curriculum content, testing for students
and teachers, and the like. (See Firestone and others, 1991.) The
average state share of revenues for elementary and secondary
education has increased steadily over the past twenty years or
so from about 30 percent to over 50 percent; in many states,
that share is well over 60 percent, and in those states education
expenditures account for at least half of all general fund expen-
ditures over which state governments exercise authority.
Coupled with this increase in the states’ presence in edu-
cation policy has been an increase in the strength of tics among
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policymakers across states (Fuhrman and Elmore, 1992). Policy
ideas now travel fairly quickly from one state to another through
established networks of state policymakers — governors, legis-
lators, and chief state school officers, for example. Since at least
the late 1970s, national policy toward education has focused
primarily on reinforcing the role of states as the prime movers
in educational reform. At least in terms of visible activity, then,
states seem to be the primary locus for educational policymak-
ing. Their sphere of influence seems to be steadily increasing.

Recently, policy in some states has begun to focus on sys-
temic approaches to instructional improvement (Smith and
O’Day, 1991). In this context, “systemic” means orchestrating
multiple state policies — curriculum, testing, teacher education
and professional development, for example —around a common
set of objectives. “Instructional improvement” means that the
objectives of policy focus on increasing students’ access to aca-
demic learning. As the state role has developed over the past
decade, state policymakers have begun to realize that past re-
forms have had a piecemeal and fragmentary effect on local
schools. Increases in graduation requirements, for example, may
result in modest increases in the number of students taking aca-
demic courses but may have little effect on the content of those
courses or on students’ cumulative learning in school. Increases
in state testing requirements may result in better knowledge of
student learning, but they also expose limits in the state’s ca-
pacity to influence what students are taught and the skill and
knowledge that teachers bring to the teaching of academic con-
tent. Hence, the push for systemic approaches to instructional
improvement results from a desire to increase coherence among
separate state policies and focus those policies on the central goal
of improved student learning.

The type of policy instruments being used in systemic ap-
proaches .0 instructional improvement are amenable to direct
administration from the state level or to administration through
intermediate organizations other than local districts. New as-
sessment techniques and standards for academic learning are
costly and are more efficiently developed by states or by interstate
compacts. Curriculum frameworks, which lay out the objectives
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for academic learning, can be made by convening panels of ex-
perts, including teachers and curriculum specialists from local
school systems, at the state level, without directly relying on
local districts to develop them independently. Teacher educa-
tion and professional development can be more directly in-
fluenced from the state level by using contractual arrangements
with third parties (higher education institutions and intermedi-
ate educational service units) rather than relying on local dis-
tricts to mount their own programs.

With these new policy structures, the role of local districts
arguably becomes more problematical. If states play a more ag-
gressive role in setting goals, outlining curriculum requirements,
underwriting teacher education and professional development
consistent with these goals and requirements, and monitoring
individual schools based on how well students are learning aca-
demic content, what role will local districts play?

This question is all the more problematical because state
policies are increasingly school focused, rather than district fo-
cused. The unit of intervention for state policy has increasingly
become the school, with the district treated as “context” rather
than having a clearly defined role. Most state testing and indi-
cator systems collect and report data directly on schools. A few
states have designed reward systems based on student perfor-
mance on statewide tests: these rewards go directly to schools,
rather than to districts. A few states have launched programs
designed to engender innovative practices; these programs in-
volve grants directly to schools, rather than to districts. Indeed,
a central part of the Bush administration’s New American Schools
program encourages private developers to design and implement
new schools independently of local jurisdictions. The tendency
to focus on the school as the unit of intervention, then, has led
to policies that override or bypass localities.

Increases in state policy activity and in the state share of
school funding have also brought increased pressures for ac-
countability from state policymakers. In many states, an in-
creased state presence has brought a more aggressive stance
toward low-performing schools and districts. A number of states
are experimenting with various strategics for putting low-per-
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forming districts into state receivership, effectively overriding
iocal governance structures in the interest of state policy objec-
tives (Fuhrman and Elmore, 1992).

The establishment of national goals for education has fo-
cused attention mainly on states as the locus of authority for
educational policy decisions. The process of goal setting was,
significantly, one in which the president and the governors of
the fifty states made the key decisions. The process of monitor-
ing national progress toward the goals mainly involves state-
level actors and envisions interstate compacts to develop new
assessment techniques that will be used to measure performance
of individual students and schools. Furthermore, the basic idea
of national standards, implemented through state policy, is in-
herently one that lowers the valuc of local diversity and, con-
comitantly, decreases the necessity for local districts to play an
active role in determining the purposes of education.

What does this apparent expansion of the state and na-
tional presence in educational policy mean for the role of local
districts? Do these changes necessarily mean a long-term dimi-
nution of local influence? Based on prior evidence of the effects
of state reforms, the answer is much less clear than one might
expect. Evidence from the early part of the current decade sug-
gests that increased state policymaking does not necessarily
decrease the influence of local districts, and in some cases may
have increased local influence. The traditional “zero-sum” model
of intergovernmental power, in which the growth of influence
by one level of government results in an equal and opposite dimi-
nution of influence by another, does not seem to apply straight-
forwardly in education policy. In a number of states, increased
state policymaking around student standards, for example, has
resulted in a surge of local activity, especially in already high-
performing districts, the result of which has been to raise local
standards above the new state standards in an effort to main-
tain the district’s position relative to other districts. This local
responsc might be called a “positive-sum” result. Many locali-
ties have picked up state reform themes and built powerful lo-
cal constituencies for them, pushing them much further than
state policy required. This cffect is far from uniform across
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districts, however, which raises the question of whether differen-
tial local responses to state policies designed to create greater
uniformity may actually increase local differences rather than
decrease them (Fuhrman and Elmore, 1990; Cohen, 1982).

Whatever the precise effect on localities of increased state
policymaking, and increased attention to systemic approaches
to instructional improvement, it is virtually certain that the con-
ditions under which localities will operate in the future are chang-
ing. In general, the policy environment of schools is shifting
toward greater attention to student learning in academic sub-
jects, toward more ambitious goals for what all students will
learn in school, and toward greater school-level accountability
for results. These shifts portend significant challenges for the
traditional role of local districts.

Why Local School Districts Exist

The present form of local governance of education in the United
States is probably more a product of the unique historical con-
ditions during the late nineteenth century, when the basic in-
stitutional structure of public education was formed, than it is
a necessary requirement for the administration of education in
the present. Early public schools were, for the most part, formed
by local activists connected to national networks, explicitly
designed to emulate nineteenth-century religious missionary
movements. In most settings, this development literally took
place on a school-by-school basis. The present form of central-
ized local administration of schools developed in the early twen-
tieth century in response to reforms of the progressive period,
which attempted to bring standardization, rationality, and pro-
fessionalism to what had been a fairly ragged and idiosyncratic
collection of schools. The progressive reformers replaced one
kind of local control—control by small community groups—
with another kind—control by centralized burcaucracies and
community elites. During this early period, states played a very
limited role, essentially enabling the creation of local adminis-
trative units. (See Tyack and Hansot, 1982.)
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This form of local administration was probably well suited
to a period in which neither states nor the federal government
were willing to play a large fiscal role in education, but in which
each had a strong incentive to encourage localities to under-
take this role for themselves. Neither the federal government
nor the states were eager to undertake direct responsibility for
the funding and administration of local schools, since this task
was well beyond their capacity, but both were eager to reap the
collective public benefits that widespread education could offer.
Locally centralized educational governance also allowed the na-
tion to develop a broad-based system of universal education,
without raising nationally divisive issues like race. Until the late
1950s and early 1960s, well beyond the initial phases of institu-
tional development in public education, the issue of equal access
to education was left to local convention. A system of locally
centralized governance and administration of public education
was well suited to the particular conditions of a developing nation.

It is much less clear that such a system is well suited, or
necessary, to present conditions of increased national interdepen-
dency and state presence in both the financing and governance
of education. The experience of other industrialized countries
does not support the assertion that a system governed largely
by locally elected boards and locally centralized administrative
structures is a necessary feature of highly developed educational
systems. Many industrialized European countries, for exam-
ple, have far more vertically integrated systems of public edu-
cation, in which many policies governing personnel, finance,
and curriculum decisions are made nationally, while local admin-
istration of schools rests with units of general government — cities
and municipalities — rather than separate jurisdictions. National
influence on local governments is also enhanced by a vertically
integrated political party structure, in which the local affiliates
of governing parties at the national level are expected to follow
a national program. These systems are arguably more respon-
sive to national priorities, since local decisions are seen largely
as implementation of a national program.

The scale and complexity of education in modern indus-
trial democracies may require some form of local or regional
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administration, but it probably does not require one with the
specific structural elements of the U.S. system. Indeed, some
critics of the current structure have gone so far as to argue that
local school districts are, after all, legal creatures of the states
and. if they have outlived ‘their useful functions in the present
political and economic environment, they can be abolished or
modified by simply changing the statutes under which they oper-
ate: they have no legal or constitutional entitiement to exist.
“Local control of public education’ as traditionally conceived
is in reality disappearing, even though its facade is nearly every-
where intact,” argue some critics. “What appears to be happen-
ing is that local school systems are evolving in practice into some-
thing that they always were in a constitutional sense: subordinate
administrative units of a state educational system, with some
residual power to modify statewide regulations and procedures
in order to ease their implementation within a particular com-
munity, and with the residual authority (in most states, though
not all) to supplement state spending with locally raised reve-
nues” (Doyle and Finn, 1984, p. 90).

As the objectives of state and national policy increasingly
focus on what individual students learn and what schools are
teaching, “the school is the vital delivery system, the state is the
policy setter (and chief paymaster), and nothing in betwe=n is
very important. This formulation turns on its head the tradi-
tional American assumption that every city, town, and county
bears the chief responsibility for organizing and operating its
own schools as a municipal function. That is what we once meant
by ‘local control,’ but it has become an anachronism no longer
justified by research, consistent with sound fiscal policy or or-
ganization theory, suited to our mobility patterns, or impor-
tant to the public” (Finn, 1991, pp. 246-247).

These critics prescribe reforms that stress national stan-
dards, a common core of learning, and choice and competition
among schools, among other things. Some critics have pushed
this argument to its logical extension, arguing that the best sys-
tem of governance for public education is one in which states
license schools directly, essentially bypassing local districts, with
minimal or no regulation on such matters as curriculum, entry
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standards for teachers, or admission and expulsion requirements
for students, and then provide parents with a voucher or cash
entitlement that they can redeem at any licensed school (Chubb
and Moe, 1990; Doyle and Finn, 1984).

Against these rather simple, some would say simplistic,
analyses, one can array a number of arguments in favor of main-
taining a strong local district presence. Direct attacks on local
governance structures, such as those above, underscore the ques-
tion: What are the possible reasons for maintaining local gov-
ernance structures in the face of an increasing state and national
presence in education?

Local Democracy

One possible reason for the continued existence of local school
districts is that they provide a means of mobilizing political sup-
port for public schools at a level where their impact is most im-
mediate and a valuable buffer against precipitous shifts in state
and national policy that are inconsistent with local preferences.
In this view, local political institutions exist for reasons other
than simply implementing state and national policy. They ex-
ist, for example, to provide opportunities for access and expres-
sion of political ideas and preferences, independently of whether
those ideas are consistent with the prevailing political and eco-
nomic orthodoxies at other levels of government. They exist to
provide pretection against the temporary ascendance of politi-
cal factions, in the form of strong political interests mobilized
around policies that might cause serious damage to regional or
minority interests. They also exist to diffuse the exercise of po-
litical power in preventing its concentration in a few institutions.
Some would argue that the very fact that educational reformers
have to scratch their heads and ponder how to implement their
ideas in nearly 16,000 local school districts is a valuable “real-
ity check” on those ideas.

The conflict between viewing institutions of local govern-
ment as instruments of the states or as independent political en-
tities runs deeply in American politics. In fact, some have ar-
gued that the struggle between the instrumental and expressive
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views of American political institutions distinguishes American
political thought from that of other countries, for better or for
worse. (See, for example, Morone, 1990.) The important mes-
sage of this long-running struggle is that issues such as the role
of local school districts in educational governance are never
definitely decided in the context of specific policy debates but
rather by the flow of many smaller policy decisions around many
specific questions, tailored to the pressing political demands of
the moment. The fact that these institutional questions are ad-
dressed in this piecemeal fashion provides ample opportunity
both for reformers to make global proposals for institutional
change and for people in affected institutions to assert their own
interests in preserving the existing structure. The role of local
districts may change as a function of the flow of specific policy
decisions, but policymakers are seldom, if ever, directly con-
fronted with the issue of whether they should continue to exist.

Local Laboratories of Democracy

The term “laboratories of democracy” was coined by Supreme
Court Justice Louis Brandeis during the New Deal to charac-
terize the role that states play in developing and testing new
policy ideas before they enter the national political agenda. (See,
for example, Osborne, 1988.) It seems reasonable to ask why
this role should be confined to states, when, in many instances,
localities have shown an equal capacity to develop and nurture
new public policy ideas. One of the most far-reaching and fun-
damental experiments in school reform at the moment, for ex-
ample, is occurring in Chicago —a reform that spreads decision-
making authority to more than 500 local school councils. This
reform was the product of a state reform law, initiated by a
citywide political movement formed around a broad-based con-
stituency interested in seizing control of the schools from the
existing board and administration and turning the attention of
the school system to the concerns of parents and community
education activists (Hess, 1991). Other similar, but less radi-
cal, decentralization reforms have been initiated in places like
Rochester, New York, and Dade County, Florida. In earlier
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periods of history, urban school districts played the leading role
in school reform: during the progressive era, for example, a
number of them sponsored broadscale, ambitious, although ul-
timately not very effective, efforts to introduce child-centered
instruction into classrooms (Cuban, 1984).

One can question at any given time how well local school
districts actually function as laboratories for new educational
ideas, whether they are the appropriate units of government to
nurture these ideas, or whether they have sufficient incentives
to develop new ideas. At the moment, school districts, as a class
of governmental institutions, are not perceived to be leaders in
developing new educational practices, although this may be as
much a function of perception as fact.

How well local districts are performing as local laborato-
ries of democracy at any particular moment is, however, a
separate issue from whether they skould play this role, whether
playing this role serves a useful purpose in the U.S. govern-
mental structure, or whether local districts could play this role
if they were given clearer direction from the state and federal
level and the resources to do it. One could make a case, for ex-
ample, that local districts might be the appropriate level of
government for assuring that new practices are nurtured in in-
dividual schools and for propagating those practices across
schools within districts. Individual schools may have incentives
to develop new practices for their own students, but they have
very weak incentives to invest their own resources in the im-
provement of other schools. States, on the other hand, may have
strong incentives to assure that the overall performance of schools
meets the political and economic objectives of policymakers, but
these incentives often do not translate into much concrete in-
terest in how effective instructional practices move from one
school to another, since states as governmental entities are rela-
tively remote from schools. Local districts, on the other hand,
should have incentives, at least in theory, to provide benefits
to whole communities, hence to improve several schools within
a community, and thus a stronger incentive than states to see
that successful practices in one setting are propagated in others.
As we shall see later, there is not much evidence that school
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districts play this role widely, systemically, or very well, but
one could imagine creating an incentive structure in state and
federal policy that would encourage localities to play a more
prominent role as local laboratories for new instructional practices.

Balancing Interests and Incentives Across Jurisdictions

Still another reason for paying close attention to the role of lo-
cal districts in education is that they may have a real compara-
tive advantage relative to other levels of government in certain
policy areas. One approach to the theory of federalism suggests
that levels of government have strong incentives to emphasize
some types of policy over others. (See, for example, Peterson,
1981.) Local governments, because their authority is circum-
scribed by state law, their revenue bases are limited by geograph-
ical constraints, and their electoral constituencies are relatively
homogeneous, tend to focus on sustaining basic services within
their area of jurisdiction and trying to attract economic assets
that enhance their position relative to other local jurisdictions.
Hence, local policy focuses on developmental purposes (increas-
ing the economic assets of the jurisdiction) or allocative pur-
poses (making productive use of existing assets). State govern-
ments have similar incentives, but because they have relatively
diverse electoral constituencies, they face stronger pressures than
localities to also pursue redistributive purposes (moving assets
from one group or area to another). The federal government,
because in theory at least it has relatively unconstrained access
to the total economic assets of the country for revenue and its
electoral constituencies are even more diverse, faces even greater
pressures to pursue redistributive purposes.

Making policy in a multilevel, federated struc ure, then,
involves, to an important degree, recognizing the comparative
advantages and interdependencies of jurisdictions, in addition
to their separate interests. Local jurisdictions have the strong-
est incentives to pursue policies that increase the value and
productivity of public services but the weakest incentives to pur-
sue policies that redistribute value among groups and areas. Lo-
cal jurisdictions also have the most limited access to resources
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to pursue their ends. State and federal jurisdictions, on the other
hand, have stronger incentives to redistribute and somewhat
weaker incentives to pursue policies that increase value and
productivity, but they also have access to wider revenue bases
than local jurisdictions. A rational use of this structure, then,
would constitute an intergovernmental bargain in which local
jurisdictions were encouraged to pursue their own primary in-
terest in the improvement of services (like instruction in educa-
tion), and receive access to the redistributive power and broader
sources of revenue from the state and federal level, in return
for which they would agree to focus some attention on redis-
tributive purposes within their jurisdictions, for which they have
weak incentives. Under this view, then, local jurisdictions are
potentially powerful partners in a strategic game of balancing
interests and assets across levels of government.

Of course, as local jurisdictions expand in their geograph-
ical coverage, they begin to behave much more like higher-level
jurisdictions, but some, such as large urban school systems, are
often caught in a vicious version of this strategic game. Because
of the diversity of their electoral constituencies, they are under
unremitting pressure to focus primary attention on redistribu-
tive issues. They are, however, constrained in the extent of their
capacity to do much about these issues by the legal fact that
they are creatures of the states, by their limited capacity to grow
and gain more economic assets, and by the limits of their exist-
ing revenue bases.

The existence of multiple levels of government is some-
thing more than a historical accident whose inconveniences we
are forced to endure. Since the Federalist Papers, we have known
that the federal structure embodies an underlying political logic,
for better or for worse, in which multiple jurisdictions balance
cach others’ interests in ways intended to disperse power and
create productive tensions and dependencies among levels. The
problem for policymakers, of course, is that this system requires,
or invites, continued tinkering and maintenance in order to work
effectively on contemporary problems. It is seldom certain what
the appropriate actions arc to maintain the equipoise among
levels of government that allows them to work productively. The
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current puzzlement over the role of local school districts in educa-
tional policy is probably an example of a deeper puzzlement
about relations among levels of government.

Adapting National and State Policy to Local Conditions

The previous argument assumes that important differences
among levels of government are the political engine that makes
federalism work. Another commonly cited reason for maintain-
ing local school districts is more mundane: they are often seen
as a key administrative link beiween broad policy at the national
and state level and variable local conditions. This view does not
assume any necessary conflict or opposition among institutions
at different levels of government; in fact, it is consistent with
an essentially bureaucratic model of policy and administration
in which local jurisdictions are literally agents of higher-level
Jurisdictions, doing what such agents are supposed to do-—
adjusting general policy to specific local conditions. This is not
so different from the role of, say, British colonial administra-
tors in the Empire.

The current rhetoric of educational reform often has this
bureaucratic or managerial flavor to it, in part because reform
has been heavily influenced by the rhetoric of recent literature
on private sector management. The idea of setting national goals
and relying on states and localities to adapt them and carry them
out in their respective jurisdictions is essentially an adminis-
trative or managerial idea, not an especially political one. It as-
sumes that one can get an ailing educational system going again
in much the same way one might get a complex multidivision
corporation going that had come upon hard times. Give the or-
ganization a sense of purpose and direction by setting corporate-
level goals, hold people at the various divisional levels respon-
sible for setting similar goals for their divisions consistently with
corporate goals, hold divisional managers responsible for de-
veloping and carrying out the necessary means for implement-
ing those goals, and usc the financial resources of the parent
corporation to reward and penalize various divisions and oper-
ating units in accordance with their performance on overall goals.
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This metaphor has enormous persuasive power at the mo-
ment because it gives a certain order to the untidiness of An:<ri-
can educational governance. It also provides a simple, consis-
tent, and appealing message about the nature of responsibility
at various levels of the system — at least to reformers, if not to
the objects of reform. This message carries with it an implicit
role for local school districts. Local administrators and school
boards, under this view, would be responsible for translating
the broad purposes of national and state goals into tangible prac-
tices in schools in ways that were consistent with the particular
conditions of local districts. So, for example, a district with large
numbers of language minority students would have to mount
a different kind of instructional program than a district with all
native-English-speaking students in order to achieve a stated
goal that all students would achieve advanced mastery of En-
glish grammar and syntax by age sixteen. There is a certain
logic to this view. Any complex, multiunit structure needs both
top-down direction and bottom-up adaptation to function in a
unified way around a common set of purposes.

The problems with this view become more apparent, how-
ever, the closer you get to the political and fiscal realities of the
current structure of educational governance. While the state
share of education funding has been steadily increasing over the
past fifteen years or so, most local school systems still raise a
significant amount of their basic operating revenue from local
sources in ways that require them to subject themselves period-
ically to approval by local voters. It is difficult to sustain the
notion that local districts are agents of a larger corporate struc-
ture, with its own goals and interests, when districts regularly
receive strong signals from their own constituents about what
the purposes of the system are. Frequently, these local signals
carry a specific message — cut expenditures, for example — that
makes it difficult for local districts to act consistently with higher-
level goals. The resources available to local districts to carry
out higher-level goals vary enormously —a three- or four-to-one
ratio between per-pupil expenditures in high- and low-spending
districts is not unusual. Who, then, is responsible under these
circumstances for the extent of a district’s success in achieving
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higher-level goals? Is it the local patrons of the system who pro-
vide, or do not provide, the authority and resources? Is it the
local board members and administrators who are responsible
for achieving results consistent with goals regardless of resource
constraints? Or is it the higher-level authorities who set the goals
and might therefore be expected to assume the responsibility
for providing resources necessary to carry them out?

To reformers, then, it seems plausible and appealing to
view local districts as agents of higher-level jurisdictions, car-
rying out and elaborating national and state goals at the local
level. To those who are the objects of these goals, however, the
picture is, to say the least, more mixed.

Against the impatience of those reformers who would do
away with local districts altogether, it is possible to array a num-
ber of plausible reasons why one might want to maintain local
districts even if it were possible to eliminate them. They pro-
vide a means of mobiliziag political support for public schools
at a level where its impacts are most immediate and a valuable
buffer against precipitous shifts in state and national policy, they
provide an important possible source of practical new ideas for
improving education, they represent a distinctive set of politi-
cal interests and incentives that complements other levels of
government in a federated structure, and they provide a poten-
tially important administrative lirk between higher-level goals
and school-level practices.

What School Districts Do

Against the expectations of the role that local districts could play,
one might ask what local districts actually do. Most people who
work in local school districts, or who sit on their governing
boards, would probably say that the answer is obvious: local
districts run schools. But saying that local districts run schools
is a bit like saying that General Motors runs automobile plants;
General Motors' success as a corporation is not based on whether
it runs automobile plants but whether it produces automobiles.
Similarly, it scems plausible to ask not whether school districts
“run” schools but how and whether they provide for the learn-
ing of students.
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One would expect that if school districts were essentially
in the business of providing for the learning of students, their
administrative structures would reflect that purpose. One sur-
vey of local district staffing patterns in California between 1930
and 1970 sheds light on this issue (Rowan, 1982). This survey
found that as district central office staff increased, job titles grew
more specialized, as one would expect, but that specialization
did not result in greater attention to issues of curriculum and
instruction, which one would expect if school districts were
primarily focused on student learning. In 1930, for example,
the top ten staffing categories in local districts included at least
six positions directly related to curriculum and instruction; by
1970, they included only two positions related to curriculum
and instruction. Furthermore, the curriculum and instruction
titles during both periods had predominantly to do with nonaca-
demic subjects. In 1930, the highest proportion of districts had
staff in physical education, vocational education, home eco-
nomics, health, and music; in 1970, the highest proportions were
in vocational education. Districts not only gave little attention
to staffing curriculum and instruction over this period, but such
attention as they did give focused primarily on subjects outside
the traditicnal core academic subject matter areas, such as
mathematics, science, language, literature, history, and the like.

Over the period 1930-1970, the largest growth in special-
ized positions in California school districts occurred in business
management, personnel, and guidance. Positions in curricu-
lum showed no growth over this period and were likely to be
the most unstable from one year to the next.

Studies of interactions between district-level ard school-
level administrators confirm the relative absence of district fo-
cus on issues of curriculum and instruction. One study found,
for example, that of the total amount of district-level work done
during a given period of time, only about 9 percent had any-
thing at all to do with schools directly and less than 3 percent
had anything to do with curriculum. The authors of this study
concluded: “The technical tasks associated with producing stu-
dent learning arc not supervised, managed, or coordinated in
any serious sense across managerial levels within school districts.
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However, our results also show . . . that there are some areas
which are coordinated. These are mainly concerned with logistics
and district-wide issues such as desegregation, and not with tech-
nical production tasks” (Hannaway and Sproull, 1978-1979, p. 2).

Another study, in 1982, examined district influences on
curriculum and teaching in one specific subject at one grade
level — fourth grade mathematics—over 100 districts in five
states. The study examined a number of policies that districts
could potentially use to influence curriculum and instruction,
including testing, curriculum objectives and guides, textbook
selection, allocation of time to subject matter, and teacher train-
ing. The study concluded that districts typically do not use a
variety of policies in a concerted way to influence teaching in
schools; instead, their approach tends to be scattered, piecemeal,
and, for the most part, weak in influencing teaching.

The picture that emerges is one of districts with a
vague intention to direct instructional content, but
without any considered stategy for doing so. Dis-
tricts do not leave teachers to their devices, but
neither do they make systematic use of the tools
available to persuade teachers to adopt patterns of
content decision making. Rather than deciding to
set central instructional goals and then trying to
communicate those goals through all available
means, districts tend to make unconnected decisions
that do not lead to any clear pattern of curriculum
policies. . . . Teachers do not believe that they will
be either rewarded for teaching the content indi-
cated by district policies or punished for failing to
teach that content. . . . [F]ew districts are attempt-
ing to provide leadership in content decision mak-
ing. Whiie districts are not supporting teacher au-
tonomy in content decisions, neither are they taking
seriously the job of providing clear and specific sug-
gestions for instructional content (Floden and others,
1988, pp. 98, 108, 115).
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One explanation for this relative lack of attention to 1s-
sues of curriculum and instruction by school districts is that ac-
tively managing teaching and learning is a difficult enterprise.
The basic work of teaching and learning is highly uncertain,
the argument goes, so higher-level administrators tend to with-
draw from it and focus their energies on mobilizing support in
the community and actively managing the flow of people and
money, rather than teaching and learning (Floden and others,
1988; Rowan, 1982; Meyer and Rowan, 1978).

Another closely related explanation focuses on the effect
of intergovernmental relations and policy. Growth and speciali-
zation of administrative functions in local districts occurs, in
part, because the scale of the enterprise is increasing (more stu-
dents mean more schools, which in turn means more managerial
oversight) and, in part, because of the increasing use of policy
as an instrument for resolving issues of purpose and control.
Policy was not always the main tool in American education for
addressing issues of purpose and control. Well into the first few
decades of the twentieth century, very little explicit policy gov-
erned schools. Most such issues were resolved by appeals to
vague professional norms or community standards. As the use
of policy grew, so too did the incidence of specialized titles and
roles devoted to the implementation of policy. (See Cohen, 1982;
Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988.) Most jobs that have to do with
managing the flow of policy from one level of government to
another have little or nothing to do with classroom instruction
but with ensuring accountability for expenditures of money and
compliance with rules and regulations. Those jobs that do fo-
cus on classroom instruction tend to be marginal in nature. It
is not surprising that so many curriculum job titles in local dis-
tricts in the 1930s had to do with physical education, vocational
education, and home economics; this was a period in which these
subjects were actively promoted by state and national policy-
makers. Nor is it surprising that job titles having to do with
academic subject matter are among the most unstable in local
districts. These jobs tend to be associated with momentary policy
fads from the state or national level, many of which are unpop-
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ular with local educators; hence, their status is tenuous within
local bureaucracies (Rowan, 1982).

Still another explanation for the relative lack of attention
to issues of curriculum and instruction in local districts stems
from the political incentives under which districts operate. (For
one version of this argument, see Chubb and Moe, 1990.) Any
public enterprise that is governed by an elected board is driven
by necessity to reconcile divergent community interests through
coalition politics. Curriculum and instruction raise difficult and
volatile political questions that make broad-based coalitions
difficult to form. When these issues arise — for example, in the
form of debates over introducing creationist views into biology
courses or multiculturalism into history and Western civiliza-
tion courses —they are extremely difficult to contain and often
very destructive to the careers of board members and adminis-
trators. Also, the growth of well-organized institutional politi-
cal interests around local policymaking works against focusing
directly on issues of curriculum and instruction. A large part
of what local boards and administrators currently do is to manage
labor relations with teacher unions. Neither the unions nor dis-
trict management have much incentive to focus on issues of cur-
riculum and instruction. For the unions, raising the issue works
against tcacher autonomy in the classroom; for management,
it means risking a volatile confrontation with the union. So the
institutional interests of the parties tend to push basic questions
of teaching and learning to the side.

If school districts are not particularly active in their man-
agement of curriculum and instruction, this does not necessar-
ily mean that the function is not being managed at all. It is quite
possible that districts are managing curriculum and instruction
effectively by delegating it to the school level, with minimal direc-
tion and control from the district. In fact, however, there is not
much evidence that school-level management has much to do
with curriculum and instruction cither.

Studies of school principals confirm the patterns of district-
school interaction found in district-level studies. School prin-
cipals scem to spend large fractions of their time responding to
district administrators—over 30 percent for clementary school
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principals and over 40 percent for secondary school principals
in one study. Though principals consume large amounts of time
responding to districts, district-level personnel exercise very little
direct control over principals and their schools. The “burcau-
cratic lines of communication . . . are thin, attenuated, and sel-
dom monitored by higher-ups” (Crowson and Morris, 1985, p.
56; see also Hannaway and Sproull, 1978-1979 and Martin and
Willower, 1981). Furthermore, “such contact as there is [be-
tween district administrators and principals is] only incidentally
connected to the core tasks of . . . curriculum and instruction”
(Crowson and Morris, 1985, p. 57). About 80 percent of district-
wide interaction focuses on such matters as budget, personnel,
scheduling, pupil behavior, facilities, and parent complaints,
while less than 20 percent has to do with curriculum and in-
struction (Crowson and Morris, 1985, p. 38).

Within that fraction of time that principals themselves con-
trol, their behavior tends to mirror that of their administrative
superiors. Superintendents, for example, spend most of their
time in short interactions with small numbers of people on mat-
ters largely unrelated to curriculum and instruction. Principals,
likewise, spend most of the time that is not devoted to responding
to district-level directives in the same way (Pitner and Ogawa,
1981; Martin and Willower, 1981).

A study of how principals affected curriculum and instruc-
tion decisions in school districts and schools found that a large
proportion of teachers and principals knew little about specific
district curriculum and instruction policies. Among those who
manifested some knowledge, as many as two-thirds of the prin-
cipals surveyed in a five-state sample of more than 100 school
districts disagreed with the district curriculum coordinator on
every subject of the district’s curriculum policy, cxcept testing,
where the agreement was higher. Few principals saw themselves
as playing an important role in mediating district curriculum
and instruction policies at the school level. In those instances
where principals were willing to play such a role actively. teach-
ers appeared willing to accept guidance when it involved the
addition of new content but not when it involved removing con-
tent (Floden and others, 1984).
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The picture that emerges from this literature is one in
which key decisions on curriculum and teaching are passed from
states to districts, from districts to principals, and from prin-
cipals to teachers, with little effective focus or guidance. There
is little evidence that districts are staffed and organized in ways
that promote attention to instructional improvement or that ad-
ministrators at the district or school level spend significant
amounts of time on activities that relate directly to instructional
improvement. Considerable evidence exists that districts rou-
tinely overlook opportunities to influence key teacher decisions
that affect instruction and pass key instructional decisions down
the hierarchy until they finally come to rest in the classroom,
with little or no support or reinforcement for improvement.

Although the literature on school districts’ involvement
in curriculumn and instruction suggests a largely negative view,
not all the evidence is negative. One of the earliest broad-scale
studies of federal policies designed to improve curriculum and
teaching found, for example, that one characteristic that dis-
tinguished successful projects—as measured by whether they
reached their goals and whether they persisted over time —was
whether some district-level administrator took an active interest
in the project (Berman and McLaughlin, 1978). Recent studies
of school restructuring reinforce the idea that when districts play
an active role in promoting and organizing alternative models
of school-level decision making, a significant amount of new ac-
tivity occurs at the school level (David, 1990). Other reviews
of school district involvement in school-based management sug-
gest that inost of what happens in district decentralization efforts
is largely symbolic and short-lived and has no discernible cffect
on teaching and learning in schools (Malen, Ogawa, and Kranz,
1990; Hill and Bonan, 1991).

Some of the more interesting positive evidence on school
district involvement in instruction comes from a study of twelve
California school districts, deliberately selected because of their
demonstrated capacity to produce high levels of student achieve-
ment, controlling for soclocconomic status, previous achieve-
ment, and language proficiency. This study found, among other
things, that three-quarters of the districts “had a preferred ap-
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proach to instruction that they expected all teachers to empha-
size,” introduced by the superintendent; that two-thirds of the
districts had district-level textbook adoption policies and cur-
riculum objectives; that in half the districts new principals were
screened and selected based on their general knowledge of cur-
riculum and instruction; that about 40 percent of staff develop-
ment activities focused specifically on district priorities; and that
in eleven of the twelve districts superintendents played a direct
role in oversight of curriculum instruction (Murphy and Hai-
linger, 1988, pp. 177-178). The study also found: “although
there was substantial evidence that the rational elements in these
school systems were a product of district direction and coordi-
nation, the elements appeared to work because these systems
were living, adaptive organisms rather than collections of cod-
ified procedures” (Murphy and Hallinger, 1988, p. 178).

For example, most districts used broad-based participa-
tory processes for the development of objectives, but district-
level influence and control increased as the processes moved
toward implementation of objectives. Superintendents and higher-
level administrators in these systems were adept at dealing on
a personal level with school-level administrators and teachers
and had a high level of interaction with them. And superinten-
dents in these districts were generally viewed as decisive in their
approach to management but also willing to consult widely with
administrators and teachers (Murphy and Hallinger, 1988, p. 179).

Most of the research literature on the role of school dis-
tricts in curriculum and instruction was done prior to the cur-
rent reform period. It is possible that, with increased state-level
attention to academic subject matter, increased state-mandated
testing, and emerging interest in curriculum and instruction in
some states, local districts in some states have shifted their or-
ganizational structures and practices to reflect greater involve-
ment in curriculum and instruction.

It is also possible that aggregate results conceal a great
deal of district-to-district variation in attention to instructional
improvément. Some districts apparently have strong and visi-
ble systems for supporting curriculum and instruction in schools.
Thesc systems do not always show up in large-scale studices.
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Alternatively, the seemingly low priority that most districts give
to curriculum and instruction matters in their management, or-
ganization, and staffing arrangements may conceal other activi-
ties within districts that are related to curriculum and instruc-
tion. These exceptions are well worth exploring.

Overall, though, if one were basing current policy on ex-
isting research about the district role in instructional improve-
ment, one would have to be skeptical about the readiness of
school districts to be active participants in some broad-scale effort
to improve teaching and learning. This skepticism might lead
in any number of directions. One might simply conclude, for
example, that the reformers who would like to eliminate school
districts are probably right; the value added by school districts
to the instruction actually received by students seems to be con-
siderably less than the resources they consume. One might al-
ternatively conclude, based on the reasons outlined in the previ-
ous section, that whether school districts are effective in their
role of improving teaching and learning, there are a number
of important reasons for continuing to treat them as important
actors. Or one might conclude, also for reasons outlined in the
previous section, that the district role in instructional improve-
ment is a worthy object of policy in itself. That is, state and
federal policy should focus attention and resources on deliber-
ately improving the capacity of districts to manage instructional
improvement because the success of higher-level policy depends,
in some respect, on that capacity.

A Framework and Some Research Issues on
the District Role in Instructional Improvement

One might think about explaining district involvement in in-
structional improvement as a two-step problem. First, if our
carlier analysis of districts as units of government is true, then
districts must find some niche in the intergovernmental system,
or arrive at some resolution of their competing responsibilities
as units of local government in a federal system of governance.
Four such responsibilities were outlined earlier: (1) mobilizing
support and buftering policies from other levels of government;
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(2) developing and testing new policy ideas; (3) balancing de-
velopmental, allocative, and redistributive functions across levels
of government; and (4) adapting policies from other levels of
government to local needs and circumstances. Districts focus
these responsibilities in different ways, depending on the local
problems they face and the external pressures exerted on them
from other levels of government. A district with weak or vola-
tile community support and a diverse student body, for exam-
ple, might focus on policies and administrative practices that
strengthen local alliances and show responsiveness to diverse
student backgrounds. A district with strong community sup-
port and a homogeneous student population might focus on
buffering external influences and making the system work more
efficiently. These resolutions are likely to differ according to the
particular circumstances of a given district, and it is worth some
sustained attention to how particular districts go about finding
a niche in the intergovernmental system.

This level of analysis can be captured in questions like
the following:

e What are the important political divisions around educa-
tional issues within the community, how are they articulated
in district policy, and how are they expressed in relations
with other levels of government?

e From where do district personnel see solutions to local prob-
lems emanating? From within? From outside?

e How does the district view its role in allocating resources
internally? As assuring adequate resources for everyone?
As compensating for inequities among neighborhoods and
schools? As improving the performance of all schools?

e Does the district sce itself as an initiator of policy or as a
receiver of policies from other levels of government?

The second step is that, after establishing this niche, dis-
trict involvement in instructional improvement is likely to be
a function of five main factors: (1) internal pressures and in-
centives from the commuuity for attention to instruction; (2)
external pressures and incentives from other levels of govern-
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ment for attention to instruction; (3) district capacity to pro-
vide useful assistance to schools on matters of instruction, in
the form of staffing and discretionary money; (4) district struc-
tures and processes for reaching schools on some regular basis;
and (J) district policies for fixing responsibilities in attending
to instructional matters.

One imagines a district that has established a niche in
the intergovernmental system that puts it in the role of passive
mediator of community interests and passive receiver of exter-
nal mandates, which also takes a passive role toward instruc-
tional improvement. and in which little pressure from the com-
munity has come to bear on issues of instruction. Consequently,
little pressure has emanated from the state or federal govern-
ment. The district provides a low level of internal staffing for
instruction and no explicit guidance on how responsibilities will
be allocated around instructional issues. '

One also imagines a district that has established a niche
in the intergovernmental system that casts it in an activist role
toward both internal and external sources of authority, in which
strong pressure emanates from the community for attention to
instructional issues, and in which the district focuses resources
and policies on responsibilities for instructional improvement.
Schools resolve these various factors associated with instructional
improvement in various ways, and their gencral approach to
resolving them varies with the prior step of finding a niche in
the intergovernmental structure.

This level of analysis can be captured by questions like
the following:

What pressures and incentives exist in the community for
attention to matters of instruction? How do district adminis-
trators read and interpret these pressures?

What pressures and incentives exist in external policies for
attention to matters of instruction? How do district adminis-
trators read and interpret these pressures?

What resources exist within the district for assistance to
schools and teachers in matters of instruction?

How are district resources for instructional assistance and
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improvement organized? How are they connected to schools
organizationally?

What policies or practices exist at the district level for defin-
ing responsibilities, within the central office and in schools,
for instructional improvement?

Studying the forms of attention that school districts pay
to instructional improvement can be seen as a process. First,
one observes generally how a given district perceives its niche
in the intergovernmental system, and second, how it resolves
the various factors that influence attention to instructional im-
provement within that niche.

Studying how districts define their role vis-a-vis their own
clients and other levels of government, and then studying how
they deal with internal and external pressures, or their absence,
for instructional improvement, may help in explaining why dis-
tricts overall seem to pay so little attention to instructional im-
provement. Such a study would also suggest the sources of at-
tention and approaches when districts do attend closely to this.
This kind of study has not yet been done.

This line of research could also lead to a more direct fo-
cus on state and local policies that influence instructional im-
provement. For example, if these policies generally encourage
school districts to take a passive role toward their constituents
and toward other levels of government, then it is possible to
design state policies that raise the visibility of instructional is-
sues and focus more responsibility on local districts as agents
of improvement. One can view some recent state reform poli-
cies as moving in this direction. Likewise, if research shows that
some localities respond positively to external pressures and in-
centives to focus on instructional improvement but lack the ca-
pacity or the organizational structures and processes to engage
schools in any kind of constructive approach, then state policy
nceds to focus on the internal problems.

Overall, evidence of school district involvement in instruc-
tional improvement does not paint an optimistic picture. Given
what we know about the complexities of the intergovernmental
roles that local school districts play and the problems associated
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with constructive involvement in instructional improvement,
though, it does seem worthwhile to look more closely at how
districts define their niche in the intergovernmental system and
how, within the various niches they occupy, districts develop
a focus that includes instructional improvement.
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Systemic Educational Policy:
A Conceptual Framework

William H. Clune

The idea behind systemic educational policy is that the current
policy goal of substantial increases in student achievement will
require a major shift in a large number of educational policies.
The term systemic suggests “many policies pointed toward stu-
dent achievement.”

Historically, educational policies have not been effectively
aimed at achievement and hav not been coordinated (pointed
in the same direction). On the other hand, educational policy
is beginning to respond to the pressure for increased student
achievement with a variety of more systemic approaches. The
purpose of this chapter is to describe the historical problems with
educational policy, propose a conceptual framework for describ-
ing systemic policy (which will allow us to recognize it when
we see it), discuss the advantages and disadvantages of central-
ized instructional guidance, give examples of systemic educa-
tional policy from several states and Chicago, discuss the role
of decentralization and choice within systemic policy, and con-
clude with some thoughts about the interplay of centralized policy
and school-level innovation in a systemic reform strategy.

This chapter is reprinted with permission of the original publisher, Robert M.
La Follette Institute of Public Affairs, University of Wisconsin—Madison. ©
1991 Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System.
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Limits of Current Educational Policy as a
Means of Increasing Student Achievement

Traditional educational policy is incapable of producing major
gains in student achievement. This is the fundamental reason
for all the contemporary interest in educational reform. Con-
sider these problems:

Educational reform and rhetoric have been more or less con-
tinuous for some time, but student test scores have remained
relatively stable (Linn and Dunbar, 1990). On the other
hand, some favorable developments in achievement (for ex-
ample, the recent narrowing of the black/white gap in mathe-
matics and reading achievement) may be due to isolated ex-
amples of a systemic approach (O’Day and Smith, 1990).
Twenty-five years of research have shown that many educa-
tional practices are unrelated to achievement. For example,
research suggests that the factors that absorb most increases
in educational funding —slight increases in teacher salaries
and small decreases in class size — are not likely to increase
student achievement (Odden and Picus, 1992). But more
targeted approaches may be effective (for example, salary
increases for beginning teachers plus effective recruitment
programs in schools with high teacher turnover and care-
fully designed tutorial remediation in third grade reading)
(Murnane and others, 1991; Madden and others, 1991).
Many of today’s goals for education will require massive,
coordinated change in educational practice and delivery sys-
tems. For example, new approaches in mathematics and
science will require changes in teachers’ knowledge, attitudes,
and training, as well as in teaching method, student test-
ing, and parents’ attitudes (Fennema, Carpenter, and Peter-
son, 1989; Guthrie, 1990; National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics, 1989).

Educational policy is typically extremely fragmented and in-
effective, producing a great volume of uncoordinated man-
dates, programs, and projects that provide no coherent direc-
tion. increase the complexity of educational governance and
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practice, and consume a lot of resources. The United States
produces the largest quantity of educational policy in the
world, and the least effective (Cohen, 1990).

Education for the urban poor has reached such a state of
crisis that well-designed and coordinated supplementary
educational and social services will be required as the foun-
dation for the regular academic program. Yet social and
educational policies aimed at poor school-age children are
presently fragmented and poorly coordinated (Kirst, 1991).

A Conceptual Framework
for Systemic Educational Policy

A conceptual framework for systemic educational policy is given
in Figure 4.1. Systemic policy has five characteristics:

1. Research-based goals for changes in educational practice and
organization. The importance of educational research is underes-
timated because much research is not useful, and much of the
research that is useful shows that many educational practices
are ineffective. But research findings about effective practices

are gradually accumulating, and these tend to be quickly seized
upon by a policy system that is hungry for solutions. Finding
out how to increase educational achievement is a difficult task
for everyone, including policymakers and practitioners; good
research is needed to establish new directions.

Summarizing the useful findings of educational research
is difficult. Some types of influence are very deep and perva-
sive; for example, decades of research by cognitive scientists on
the nature of reading and mathematical reasoning (which then
work their way into curriculum and student testing).

Specific practices identified by research as promising in-
clude higher curriculum content, targeted tutorials or acceler-
ated remediation in elementary school, upgraded and supple-
mental instruction in high school academics, new vocational
courses with high academic content, school/business partner-
ships, easier transition from sccondary to postsecondary school,
meaningful report cards, schools in the effective schools model
(for example, with active instructional leadership), and preschool
and children’s scrvices, such as nutrition and health care.
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Figure 4.1. A Schematic Representation of Systemic Educational Policy.

Research-based goals for Working models of new
changes in educational practice and professionally
practice and organization accessible knowledge

4

A centralized/ A centralized change process
decentralized « incentives
change process « technical assistance
» mandates
4 * resources
« direction for local
management

A receptive local change process
+ schoolwide planning
« teacher collaboration
* restructuring

Regular assessment A coherent. l
of educational sustained. change-
inputs. outcomes. oriented political
and process process

Changes in:
« school management
« instructional practice
« teacher knowledge
« teacher motivation
« school organization
« student readiness
« motivation

One could characterize the items on this list as embody-
ing one of four kinds of coherence: coherence of the curricu-
lumn, coherence of the eduational experience and its consequences
for the individual child, coherence between the entire life of the
child and the school experience, and coherence in school orga-
nization. A fifth might be added: Japanesc teachers create a co-
herent educational experience within the classroom (Sugler and
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Stevenson, 1991); as we will see, producing this kind of coher-
ence then requires coherent —or systematic — educational policy.

2. Working models of new practice and professionally accessible
knowledge. Change requires more than good ideas for new direc-
tions: it requires a real understanding on the part of teachers
and other people in schools about how to implement the change.
In the case of new mathematics, for example, curriculum frame-
works might be supplemented with new instructional materials,
new forms of student testing, and groups of teachers who can
teach other teachers how to engage in active teaching of the new
material.

3. A centralized/decentralized change process. Systemic change
requires a change delivery system that usually includes both cen-
tralized and dccentralized aspects. A centralized dimension is
nceded because schools and teachers often lack the capacity to
conceive and implement innovations on their own. Even the
centralized process must acquire decentralized aspects. however.
The state government may set goals centrally (as with curricu-
lum frameworks) but an effective delivery system is likely also
to require something like a network of consultants—teachers
trained in the new curriculum content, effective schools man-
agement teams, and so on. This central system plus outreach
then must be matched by some kind of active change process
within schools and among teachers. A teacher who attends a
workshop on a new approach to mathematics will not change
math instruction in the school unless the workshop process is
replicated among the rest of the math teachers in the school
(Clune, 1990).

4. Regular assessment of educational inputs, outcomes, and process.
Methodologically valid and reliable measures of student achieve-
ment and other educational outcomes (for example, graduation,
college entrance, job skills, and placement) are the cornerstone
of systemic educational policy. Ttiie most important reason for
indicators of educational outcomes is our substantial and con-
tinuing ignorance about the determinants of student achieve-
ment (Clune, 1991). If we knew exactly what to do to increase
achicvement, we might dispense with student assessments and
concentrate on educational practice, but the exact effectiveness
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of most proposed reforms and the best way to implement them
are uncertain. The effectiveness of reform in different states,
school districts, and schools is also very hard to judge. For ex-
ample, when school report cards are implemented, a common
experience is that some schools with previously top-notch repu-
tations do not look very good on “value-added” criteria across
grades.

The design of a first-class system of student assessments
is extremely important and should be given careful attention,
with input from experts and teachers. Student assessments used
for educational planning should have five basic characteristics:
representativeness (achieved through a census approach of test-
ing every child, or random sampling); measurement of periodic
gain (comparisons of different schools are otherwise ambigu-
ous); correspondence to ambitious curriculumn goals (correspond-
ing to what is taught in schools but aiso pushing the curricu-
lum higher); availability of data by administrative unit (ability
to measure gains by the whole state, district, and school); and
some measures of corresponding educational inputs and process
related to achievement (for example, student characteristics and
course offerings).

Contrary to some recommendation, the indicator system
probably should not be high stakes (including strong rewards
and punishments). Because of uncertainty about desirable educa-
tional practice, and the enormous diversity of the system, re-
sponses to problems identified by the indicators should be open-
ended and flexible.

5. A coherent, sustained, change-oriented political process. The
analysis of systemic change to this point paints a picture of a
change process working over a period of time to produce new
practices among tcachers and within schools. But the political
process creating and supporting this type of change must have
qualities of coherence and durability not usually found in Ameri-
can educational policy. At least three dangers must be avoided:
(1) discontinuing change cfforts during periods of budgetary
difficulty; (2) dissipating and fragmenting coherent change
through a continuing strecam of disjointed reforms, programs,
and projects: and (3) loss of momentum through inertia and
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lack of leadership. Avoiding these dangers requires a political
process with at least two attributes: public consensus and a
powerful, supportive political coalition; and a set of legislative
and cxecutive institutions for maintaining the reforms and
preventing policy disruptions.

The Logic of Systemic Instructional Guidance

Many of the changes in educational practice needed to improve
student achievement do not directly involve curriculum and in-
struction. For example, achievement gains can be expected from
better social services, safer schools, a heightened sense of com-
munity, greater parental involvement, a reduction in absentee-
ism and the dropout rate, and stronger external incentives for
high achievement, such as links to college and employment op-
portunities. .

Nevertheless, there is a strong push in systemic educa-
tional policy toward what can be called “systemic instructional
guidance”— an effort by the state to coordinate curriculum frame-
works, student assessments, teacher training., and school change
around a powerful, coherent vision of curriculum content (Smith
and O'Day, 1991). There are several reasons for this effort.

First, curriculum in the United States is quite weak: up-
grading curriculum content has a powerful influence on student
achievement; curriculum reform does not require massive new
resources, since the instructional time is already available: and
spontancous, widespread curriculum reform at the school level
is unlikely.

Second. in theory, upgrading the curriculum allows the
system to achieve a higher degree of coherence and a lower level
of fragmentation because of the focus on the entire educational
experience of students. The authors of the Science Project 2061,
for example. decided that science instruction in the United States
could not be saved by tinkering and adding new material but
could be greatly improved and focused through the substitu-
tion of an entirely new curriculum (Rutherford and Ahlgren,

1990).

Third, the coordination of curriculum standards, student
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assessments, and teacher preparation requirements provides an
opportunity, not otherwise readily available, for policymakers
to send a clear, consistent message to schools about the nature
of their educational mission. Such a strong message from the
policy environment encourages schools to develop a correspond-
ing, clear educational mission of their own. Clear goals and high
academic expectations are two characteristics of effective schools.
Since the elements of instructional guidance usually exist for
independent reasons (for example, student testing for account-
ability), coordinating them reduces policy dissonance and pro-
vides a potentially powerful tool for upgrading curriculum.
'Whatever the justifications for systemic instructional guid-
ance, to be effective it must conform to the basic structure out-
lined in Figure 4.1, including a centralized/decentralized change
process. Curriculum frameworks will have little effect in the ab-
sence of a process to push new forms of practice into the schools.
Potential problems with instructional guidance also should
be recognized. The two most commonly discussed problems are
the stifling of ambitions and innovative curricula in local schools
and the stifling of teacher initiative and responsibility through
excessive prescriptiveness and control. Solving these problems
is not necessarily easy. For example, many Ivy League-oriented
fast-track private schools in New York do not participate in the
justly acclaimed New York State Regents examinations, because
they believe that their own curricula are much better than the
Regents’. Perhaps even a high-end standard curriculum is a
resource mainly for weaker schools; clearly, special attention
should be given in such a standardized system to the curricu-
lum for lower-achieving students (for example, building a high-
quality entry-level math course for high schools, rather than em-
phasizing college prep, as does the Regents examination).
The solutions usually recommended to avoid problems
with instructional guidance are to adopt instructional guidance
only when there is a consensus or common core of learning goals
and to use long-range learning goals rather than detailed regu-
lation of the scope and sequence of each course. The recent trend
toward performance assessment (for example, math problem
solving and written essays versus multiple choice) may help solve
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the problems of instructional guidance by requiring a high degree
of activity and autonomy on the part of both teachers and stu-
dents, by adapting easily to ambitious curriculum goals, and
by corresponding closely to the actual learning goals of most
teachers.

State and Local Models of Systemic Educational Policy

My purpose in this section is to indicate, very briefly, how the
policies of a number of “lead” states and Chicago fit the model
of systemic instructional policy described here, and also how
the model helps identify gaps and flaws in those policies.

South Carolina has a simple and effective design for sys-
temic educational policy (Peterson, 1991). A strong political
movement at both the grass-roots and elite levels created a reform
bill and corresponding joint legislative committee. Various com-
mon educational goals were adopted: gains in standardized
achievement tests, more coursetaking in academic subjects, higher
graduation and college entrance rates, lower teacher absentee-
ism. higher teacher satisfaction, and so on. Progress on the goals
is reported for the state, districts, and schools. Limited incen-
tives and regulatory waivers are offered for progress at the school
level. Consulting teams from the state assist schools needing im-
provement. Coherence in the whole effort is provided by public
adoption and reporting on a variety of educational goals, which
are adjusted over time. Political institutions protect funding for
the reforms, and the public remains supportive of improvement
(as opposed to maintenance of the status quo). To this point, South
Carolina has not adopted instructional guidance at the state level
and thus implicitly promotes the goals embedded in standardized
achievement tests, which perhaps can be best characterized as
“the basics” (except for the emphasis also given to higher enroll-
ments in advanced academic courses).

Historically, California’s reforms have been coordinated
by powerful legislative leadership and the state superintendent
of schools (recently, Bill Honig). Curriculum frameworks and
statewide student assessment provide educational goals. Change
is encouraged through a complex state management system, in-
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cluding networks of and workshops for teachers, state-sponsored
school improvement related to the goals, and training for dis-
trict superintendents and principals. California has adopted in-
structional guidance at the state level, but adoption of the state
goals is technically voluntary. Publication of student gains pro-
vides some pressure, but the enthusiasm of people in the man-
agement system probably is at least an equal force for change.
The political base for reform in California is not nearly as strong
as South Carolina’s, with the result that the reforms have been
more disrupted by political and budgetary difhiculty (for exam-
ple, disputes between the superintendent and governor and fund-
ing gaps for the statewide assessment).

Connecticut is a state that uses student testing to lead re-
form. Statewide mastery tests of basic skills have been gradu-
ally introduced and upgraded (Connecticut State Board of Edu-
cation, 1987). Scores are reported by school. A well-publicized
set of teacher entrance exams 1s not coordinated with content
of the student assessments. The most recent and highly publi-
cized wave of performance testing is still in the pilot stage but
also marks a move toward a state role in choosing instructional
materials. So-called prompts (standardized, open-ended prob-
lems) are being developed in math and science, in a highly de-
centralized process. Teachers and state government workers de-
sign prompts, which are then evaluated on the basis of pilots
in the classroom. Thus, Connecticut is moving from a system
of statewide assessments with little additional incentives for in-
structional change toward a more complete system of instruc-
tional guidance that includes, in addition to the prompts, a sys-
tem for gradual training of teachers. Politically. Connecticut
gets leadership from the superintendent’s office but, in some
ways, operates on a political shoestring, with public support for
current activities used as the political capital for continued re-
form. Thus, as with California. the political durability of the
reforms during budgetary difficulties is questionable.

New York is the one state in the country where systemic
instructional guidance is fully institutionalized (Tyree, 1991).
New York has been doing things for decades that some other
states are just now trving to begin from scratch, but New York
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gets less attention because it has an old system. At the high school
level, New York has a comiplete systemn of instructional materials
and student examinations (the Regents exams and Regents com-
petency exams). In a position exactly opposite from its neigh-
bor, Connecticut, New York exercises extensive control over
curriculum but does not publish test scores by school. New York
also attaches high student stakes to some of its tests (for exam-
ple, course credit and the Regents diploma) and has been gradu-
ally introducing mastery exams at the lower grade levels. Cen-
tralized and decentralized change are provided in New York
in at least two ways: a so-called turnkey system for gradually
training teachers in the new curriculum materials once they are
officially adopted and decentralized piloting of new curriculum
materials and test items. Politically, New York relies, for sta-
bility, on the highly autonomous Board of Regents, with its in-
dependent constitutional powers, as well as the set of institu-
tions within the department of education built around the state
curriculum and testing enterprise. For example, since the state
is always developing and piloting new materials for tests, it can
rely on this established role and need not compete for new
resources.

Chicago approached systemic reform from the bottom up.
Many people equate the Chicago reform with the well-publicized
school councils. These school councils are important elements
of decentralization, as discussed below, but Chicago actually
has a complete centralized/decentralized change process (Moore,
1990). A central agency keeps track of indicators of student per-
formance, and the reform coalition that sponsored the reform
remains extremely active in evaluating its success, making ad-
justments, and protecting the reforms from political and legal
disruption.

Questions About Decentralization
in a Systemic Framework

Decentralization of authority is a necessary part of a systemic
approach to cducational policy, but fundamental questions re-
main to be answered before we understand how decentralization
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can improve student achievement. Policymakers should be aware
of the primitive state of our understanding of this topic and avoid
rushing toward solutions based on ill-defined philosophies or
fuzzy analogies to decentralization in business organizations.
I will address two important questions here.

One question is how to structure effective minimum con-
trol, or how to achieve what has been described as the goal of
“simultaneous loose/tight coupling” (Peters and Waterman,
1982). Principals and teachers doing complex tasks have a lot
of information that is unavailable to their supervisors. One goal
is to give them the freedom to use this information productively;
another is to prevent them from concealing information and di-
verting organizational effort from its proper goals. For example,
on the side of the nced for greater discretion, only teachers are in
a position to understand the complexities of the learning process
in each child and classroom. On the side of the need for greater
supervision, newly elected school councils in Chicago discovered
large amounts of instructional downtime in many schools (for
example, the whole month of September in homerooms and many
classrooms without any teachers for substantial lengths of time).
Apparently, in the absence of parental control, principals had
the incentive to conceal educational problems from their super-
visors in the bureaucracy rather than ask for help in soiving
them. A second kind of control that is probably nccessary is regu-
lar monitoring of student achievement, because parents are not
in a good position to observe progress relative to social norms,
and school personnel may not want to admit they lack the means
or the will to produce rapid gains in achievement.

The second question is how to structure teacher discre-
tion. A common dream has been completely individualized edu-
cation regardless of age or grade chronology, yielding the most
rapid possible gains for cach student, but this imposes too much
complexity; the economics of age-graded classrooms are very
powerful. Rapid achievement gains in age-graded classrooms
require at least two things currently lacking in American edu-
cation. First, curriculum must be structured to expect significant
new learning cach year; for example, new material currently
accounts, on average, for only about 10 percent of the material
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presented in elementary school mathematics each year (Porter,
1989). Second, teachers must know how to get rapid gains from
age groups. Japanese teachers, for example, keep the level of
mathematics instruction high, focused, and accessible for het-
erogeneous groups of students; the Japanese model also involves
effective teacher training and collaboration.

In other words, the issue of decentralization appears to
be simpler than we sometimes picture it. On the one hand, we
need selective, targeted organizational watchdogs, such as state-
wide student assessments and carefully designed parental con-
trol. On the other hand, instead of the unstructured free-for-all
in local planning and discretion often associated with school-
based management, we need exactly the opposite: a strong struc-
ture that allows exercise of teacher discretion in the most produc-
tive manner. Systemic instructional guidance offers a possible
vehicle for this kind of structure.

School Choice: Useful Component
or Complete Alternative?

Some proponents of choice in education believe that parental
choice, by itself, would improve student achievement by produc-
ing coherence of mission and a sense of community at the school
level (Chubb and Moe, 1990). Choice might well create some
benefits from increased parental involvement, but unregulated
choice seems to lack a mechanism to change practice and seems
to lack nearly all the elements of systemic change. Missing ele-
ments include (1) a set of ambitious common learning objec-
tives, (2) mechanisms to evaluate innovations and ratify those
that are successtul, (3) a means of training teachers and dis-
seminating successful practices, and (4) a political process and
coalition that would protect the change effort over time.
Furthermore, perhaps the easiest way politically to imple-
ment choice on a large scale—the political path of least resis-
tance —would be to let people choose their schoolmates, thereby
encouraging severe stratification of enrollments by race and class
and ultimately reducing political and financial support for public
education (as wealthier parents resort to supplementary contri-
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butions). Thus, a logical approach to choice is to encourage experi-
mentation targeted specifically to low-income students and to lo-
cate choice within a larger context of systemic educational reform.

Conclusion: Policy Coherence
and Exemplary School-Level Success

Many aspects of systemic educational policy described in this
chapter might not seem to be very coherent— for example, the
complexities of a centralized/decentralized change process ad-
justing to variations in local school context. But coherence in
the change process is required to keep innovation on track, while
coherence in the political process is required to protect the re-
forms over time. Cohercnce of educational objectives would be
useful as a way to develop common indicators of success. real-
ize time savings from streamlined curriculum objectives, and
provide a metric for coordinating otherwise indcpendent ele-
ments of the system (for example, teacher training).

But the success of systemic educational policy also depends
on demonstrable success at the school level with, for example,
a few urban schools demonstrating large achicvement gains for
typical urban students (see, for example, the results reported
for a Houston clementary school in the Accelerated Schools
Project (1991). President Bush’s America 2000 strategy (U.S.
Department of Education, 1991) has the advantage of trving
to encourage school innovations but the apparent disadvantage
that few institutions support systemic change.

What is the ultimate potential of systemic educational
policy? Given inevitable variability in the change process and
local school capacity, the most that can be expected from well-
designed systemic educational policy is modest annual gains in
average achievement, with rapid gains in especially successful
schools. Though they are less than an immediate educational
revolution, these are goals well worth pursuing.
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Student Incentives
and Academic Standards:
Independent Schools
as a Coherent System

Arthur G. Powell

The Problem of Student Incentives

Lord Bryce, perhaps the most astute commentator on the Ameri-
can scene aside from de Tocqueville and Riesman, once ob-
served: “To the vast majority of mankind nothing is more agree-
able than to escape the need for mental exertion” (Osgood, 1952).
His late nineteenth-century comment still retains a quality of
universal truth —teachers and parents today will nod their heads
in assent. This is doubtless why the indefatigible administrator
of a major private school association, Miss Esther Osgood (1952,
pp- 10-12), once used Bryce to make a point about the need
for student incentives to work hard. The modern, post-World
War II age had created more enticing “avenues of escape” from
mental exertion than ever before, she said in a 1952 speech:
comic books, television, pop culture generally. Bryce could not
be ignored.

Miss Osgood’s adult life was spent promoting her one sure
way to prevent youths’ escape from mental effort, in order to
speed their transformation into “adults of culture and intelli-

Rescarch support for this chapter was provided in part by the Esther A. and Joseph
Klingenstein Fund, Inc., the Geraldine R. Dodge Foundation, the Edward E.
Ford Foundation, Gates Foundation, the Rockefeller Brothers Foundation, and
the New York Community Trust.
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gence.” That strategy was quality education. “The little boy buy-
ing a comic book and the children watching Milton Berle are
not monsters,” she assured her audience (in the exact year this
writer was avidly consuming both). “They are the reasons schools
exist. They are the reasons teachers exist.”

Forty years later, vastly more enticing and more danger-
ous avenues of escape from mental exertion are readily avail-
able to American youth. They make the threats Miss Osgood
observed seem innocent and charming. In fact, many schools
now incorporate both comic books and commercial TV as regu-
lar parts of instruction to lure youth away from more danger-
ous preoccupations.

And forty years later the society also values mental exer-
tion. Although most educators gag at the vaguely un-American
notion of “cultured” adults (and would have when Miss Osgood
confidently used the word), there is no mistaking the contem-
porary educational commitment to produce intelligent adults.
Much more than in the early 1950s, when notions of life ad-
justment education still commanded professional respect and
mass postsecondary education had not yet fully happened, most
educators in the 1990s accept the development of intelligence
as the central task of schooling.

In the 1990s we believe Americans should acquire think-
ing or higher-order skills, develop cognitively, learn to think
for a living, usc our minds well, appreciate that intelligences are
multiple, and finish first in world-class end-of-season academic
polls. The issue is not whether these objectives are important
but how they can be achieved by a society also concerned with
cquality and genuine opportunity. How, in short, can intelli-
gence be developed in all youth?

Lord Bryce wisely reminded us that hard mental work
is not a natural prefcrence of humankind. It is certainly not a
natural preference of youth, especially American youth whose
options for pleasure are perhaps unrivaled in the history of the
world. Thus one significant piece of the broader educational
puzzle —how to develop intelligence in all youth—is the prob-
lem of student incentives or motivation to work seriously on ac-
quiring broadly “intellectual” skills, knowledge, and dispositions.
Why should students work hard to acquire these things? What
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desirable, perhaps even pleasurable consequences might flow
from hard work at school and academic achievement? What un-
desirable consequences might flow from little work and academic
mediocrity?

For most of the century desirable personal consequences
did not normally depend on superior school achievement. Highly
undesirable personal consequences were rarely associated with
the absence of achievement. The egalitarian public policies that
produced universal secondary education and aspired to near-
universal postsecondary education, even when most sensitive
to equity, mandated only the most general kind of access to edu-
cation. They did not mandate much in the way of achievement,
unless achievement was imagined in the most minimalist ways.
A high school diploma could be obtained largely by persisting
in school courses — attending them regularly, behaving decently.
The courses continually expanded in number in response to stu-
dent and teacher interests and thosc of outside interest groups.
Students had great choice about what to study as well as how
hard to study.

Persistence was nothing to be sneczed at. To most Ameri-
cans it represented responsible behavior with clear workplace
and civic implications. It was and is better to persist from a voca-
tional standpoint than to drop out — especially since high school
graduation has been the usual prerequisite for postsecondary
continuation. One important incentive for large numbers of
Americans to finish high school is the vocational impact of that
choice. The other clear incentive is the central role of high schools
in teenagers’ social lives.

Real academic achievement in school, as distinct from per-
sistence in winning a diploma, is supported by a much weaker
foundation of incentives operating on large numbers of students.
Increased aspirations for college have admittedly pushed in-
creased numbers of teenagers to undertake college preparatory
programs since the 1950s. It is also true that in the fifteen years
after 1945 the growth of teenagers who wished to go to college
outpaced the growth of postsecondary education places. In those
years considerable academic pressure existed for a wide range
of students to work hard and do well in high school.

But higher education did expand. backed by tremendous
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federal and state financial resources, and by the 1960s a more
familiar American situation was restored. Higher education had
always been expansionist and entrepreneurial, driven in the
nineteenth century by religious zeal and local boosterism. Sup-
ply traditionally exceeded demand — except for the postwar years.
When supply once again exceeded demand in the late 1960s,
the historical reluctance of higher education to make serious aca-
demic demands on prospective students and schools reemerged.

A few colleges provided the exception to the rule. Between
100 and 200 public and private colleges and universities could
afford to be somewhat selective in admissions at various times
after the war because they had more qualified applicants than
places — an unprecedented situation that existed virtually no-
where in 1941.

But higher education in general had no reason to erect bar-
riers to discourage prospective enrollees. There was always a col-
lege somewhere tor almost anybody — regardless of attainment,
interest, or financial circumstance. For the last generation the
name of the game in most of higher education has been recruit-
ment and marketing, not selection and imposing requirements,
with astonishing success. In the early 1990s about 60 percent of
high school graduates went to some postsecondary education im-
mediately after high school, and about two-thirds were so en-
rolled within two or three years of graduation. Nearly halfof the
entire age cohort of eighteen- to nineteen-year-olds was in college.

If neither public policies nor college admissions require-
ments (except for a small number of institutions) provided clear
incentives for students to exert much mental effort in schools,
what other incentives existed for students to engage in academic
learning? Employers of college graduates or graduate school ad-
mission: offices never thought to look at high school perfor-
mance — subsequent college graduation rendered all high school
work permanently invisible. Employers of high school gradu-
ates, more surprisingly, rarcly examined what students did in
high school. Persistence to the diploma was enough, and perhaps
for most of the century was a better proxy for workplace per-
formance in the jobs high school graduates filled than would
have been high attainment in academic studies.
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Nor did America as a civilization value learning for its
own sake. The cultural incentives in support of mental exer-
tion weré remarkably weak compared with many other socie-
ties. Richard Hofstadter (1963) authoritatively described the per-
vasiveness of anti-intellectualism in American life a generation
ago. This has not changed: in our ism-obsessed society, this 1s
the forgotten ism. It is not just that pop culture celebrates that
we do not know much about “his-tor-ee” but that within schools
teachers seriously committed to academic learning—be they
traditionalists or progressives —are often but one of many faculty
interest groups present.

Many teachers instruct in fields that have little to do with
the development of intelligence but have strong advocates for
continued inclusion in the curriculum. Imagine the enormous
stake in preserving jobs concerning “remediation” at all levels
of the educational system. If incentives supporting academic
learning reduced the need for remediation, the potential effect
on these jobs would rival the potential effect of the end of the
Cold War on the military-industrial complex. And it would be
equally resisted. Schoolpeople also understand very well how
little effect actual achievement in school (as distinct from per-
sistence) has except on a tiny student group of the already an-
nointed. For students not bound for one of U.S. News’s top-rated
colleges, what justifies the struggle of student or of teacher with
Advanced Placement history over “regular” history?

In this near vacuum of social incentives for intellectual
exertion, Americans have characteristically placed the greatest
burden for generating such incentives on individual teachers
and individual students. Perhaps the main job of the American
teacher, a job that distinguishes him or her from teachers in
many other countries, is the job not of teaching but of motivat-
ing students to want to learn (at best) or to tolerate schooling
without revolt (at worst). It is an enormous job to be asked to
motivate as well as to teach (as if the surgeon not only operated
but had to persuade patients not to walk out of the operating
room), especially in a socicty that gives teachers so little sup-
port. American pedagogy, in both its public and private school
manifestations, has overemphasized the unique motivational
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power of the individual teacher. We hope teachers can moti-
vate either by means of trained professional technique or by their
charismatic personalities. But one way or the other, we expect
them to do it.

Motivation is a crucial field within the history of Ameri-
can psychology and pedagogy. It is hardly surprising that the
many versions of progressive education, with their fundamen-
tal appeal to existing student interests as the starting point in
instructional and curriculum design, have had such a lasting
(if infinitely varied) impact on schooling. Without many exter-
nal incentives to provoke mental exertion, the work of teaching
is helped enormously if students want to learn because they are
interested in learning. Unfortunately, efforts to make school fun,
interesting, and entertaining — to appeal to a presumed natural
curiosity — has a long practical history of disappointment. These
cfforts have often had the unintended effect of removing com-
plexity and the need for any mental effort. This is the on-site
trade-off: emphasizing “interest” often seems to require deem-
phasizing the active use of mind. A second problem is that suc-
cessful progressive education has often been achieved with bright,
curious students from educated families who in fact have some
developed intellectual interests. The pedagogical intervention
has not created the interest but built on one alrcady present.

A third problem is the technical one of producing teachers
with the skills to motivate youth to work hard voluntarily. Almost
all schools have at least one or two heroic, charismatic individ-
uals with ability to command the attention and interest of large
numbers of students. These teachers are often remembered as
quirky and idiosyncratic “personalities.” All schools and oarents
know and covet them, but they are unfortunately rare. We do
not know how to reproduce them in great numbers, although
the effort to learn how goes on and has become increasingly so-
phisticated as it has attracted more imaginative researchers.

Just as American teachers are expected to motivate stu-
dents, so students are expected to motivate themselves. The
school’s job, if it attends seriously to equity, is mainly seen as
providing rich and varied opportunities for learning with mini-
mal barriers to participation. This is our version of the level
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playing field: opportunities must exist and be genuinely open
to all, but students still choose whether or not to seize these op-
portunities. Opportunity is voluntary and choice based, which
places an enormous burden or students and their families, in
the absence of strong cultural supports for academic learning,
to seek out opportunity alone and unaided.

Some groups prov de these incentives regularly to most
of their members. Some parents exemplify for their children the
pleasurable effects of sustained academic work by the satisfac-
tion they demonstrate from vocations in which the active use
of intelligence is demanded (for example, scientists, good elemen-
tary school teachers), or by reading, participating in the arts,
or talking politics at suppertime. Students from such groups or
families are lucky: interests and motivations to work hard and
to learn rub gently off on them, tastes acquired in the course
of growing up, tastes that are ordinary to them although strange
and sometimes threatening to students less fortunate.

Regardless of family or group background, of course,
some students seem internally motivated to study and learn and
others do not. Teachers covet the self-starters who are genuinely
interested in the material. They exist, as Bryce recognized, but
like brilliant teachers they are rare and, unsurprisingly, are
usually quite proficient at the academic studies that command
their interest.

We greatly admire such teachers and students, but we
should not be ashamed to admit they are not typical. It seems
foolish to place so many of our incentive eggs in these two
baskets. Most American youth do not find demanding academic
study pleasurable, something they would happily pursue on their
own. Most American teachers have their hands full with prob-
lems of instruction without in addition solving problems of basic
motivation. Serious academic work, at least at first, is often hard
work and not much fun.

So it is no surprise that Americans have rediscovered the
problem of incentives at a time when social imperatives to fo-
cus seriously on both intelligence and equity are very strong.
We want to get the incentives right to support the development
of intelligence. But what are those incentives—in addition to
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the ones already mentioned? How extensive, for example, should
local, state, or national mandates be? Should they affect only
course selection or testing (if even these), or should they extend
further into curriculum and teacher education? Should more
colleges tighten admissions requirements and should employers
of high school graduates pay greater attention to high school
achievement? Will radical decentralization of educational author-
ity to school sites —in what already may be the most decentralized
educational system in the industrialized world — create profes-
sional communities with a collective power to engage students
more potent than that of today’s isolated individual teacher?

If all youth should learn to use their minds well, then they
must have clear reasons for changing behavior to achieve that
end. Equally important, the change must be seen to be in the
immediate self-interest of agencies whose opinions youth can-
not afford to ignore (colleges, employers). And schools them-
selves must have incentives to carry out with passion and focus
the task of developing student intelligence. They too must win
something for doing a good job. The problem of incentives is
a cultural and “systemic” problem that needs to be addressed
in a coherent, systemic way.

The Relevance of Prep Schools

Many of the problems of persuading students to work hard at
demanding academic subjects find illumination from an unlikely
source: the experience of private independent schools over the
last century. Independent schools form a distinct subset of in-
corporated private nonprofit schools governed by individual
boards of trustees. Their mission almost always is academic and
college preparatory. They charge higher tuitions than any other
type of private school except those which cater to special needs
populations of various sorts. (When an agency was established
in the 1950s to measure the financial needs of candidates for
these schools, an analyst working on the parent form argued
seriously that a question on airplane ownership might help re-
veal the financial backgrounds of scholarship applicants.)
Independent schools are thus the sort of private schools
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most Americans mean when they say “private” or “prep” school.
They are the privileged private schools, resembling affluent
suburban public schools much more than the main body of low-
tuition, religiously affiliated private schools. Independent schools
can and often do have religious associations, but they are governed
by their own boards and the dominant religions represented —
Episcopal, Catholic Order (such as Jesuit), and Quaker —mirror
the generally upscale characteristics of the student population.
In 1990 about 369,000 students attended about 1,000 members
of the National Association of Independent Schools.

These schools began to emerge as a recognizable Ameri-
can type only as recently as the 1880s. Their entire history is
essentially modern —we have photographs, not paintings, in
which people wear clothing, not costumes. As junior partners
with a small group of aspiring universities, they mobilized a
somewhat different type of student incentive to pursue demand-
ing academic work than existed in most other schools at the time
and for many decades afterward. Incentives to exert mental effort
did not depend only on happy occasions where selected, moti-
vated students eagerly and spontaneously engaged in academic
study. Nor did they depend only on the ability of wonderful
teachers to stimulate interest in the life of the mind. The in-
dependent schools had their share of such students and teachers,
of course, and always wished for more.

What was unique about their situation, cspecially dur-
ing the first four decades of the twenticth century, was the ad-
dition of other powerful incentives for all students to work hard
on their studics: incentives that were mobilized in a coherent,
systemic way. What parents and students wished to happen to
students’ lives after school graduation—acceptance to certain
colleges — became specifically contingent on the level of academic
work students achicved while in school. Schools and colleges
had to want this achicvement as much as did students—want
it cnough to cooperate and compromise with one another in a
way they had never done before.

It took an entircly new voluntary organization, the Col-
lege Entrance Examination Board, to give shape and bite to this
simple-sounding incentive for students to work hard. The board’s
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main function between 1900 and 1941 was to create a linked
system of procedures that would tightly bind the decision to ad-
mit to college with the character of academic work done in
school. (After 1941, crucial elements in that system ccllapsed.
They were restored in a somewhat different form during the
1950s.)

All this happened because of overlapping developments
within certain families, colleges, and schools near the end of
the nineteenth century. One crucial event was the creation of
a post-Civil War monied class who believed that their children —
usually but not always male —should go to college. Privileged
Americans also believed, with greater frequency than earlier in
the century, that their children should be educated in schools
rather than by private tutors and, further, in schools somewhat
removed from the urban centers where they lived. The most
popular independent school models were boarding schools and
country day schools.

Aside from college preparation, which they frequently
regarded as necessary but uninteresting, these parents wanted
a healthy, safe, religious, and socially appropriate environment
for their children. The teeming city was to be avoided for prac-
tical health reasons. In an era before wonder drugs, when many
privileged children died of diseases, the idea of a healthy and
safe environment had enormous appeal. The city was aiso sus-
pect because it was morally corrupt —a place for dissipation of
all sorts. Independent school parents often wanted their offspring
protected from the social temptations of arrogance and conspic-
uous consumption. The most socially elite private schools usually
avoided conventional ostentation — they emphasized simplicity
within a religious atmosphecre.

Parents also wanted their children to associate with their
own kind, to become friends with and marry people like them-
sclves. They wanted them to develop social skill and confidence
by participating in respected activities such as sports, drama,
choral music, and writing. All thesc wishes created a new and
important market for a certain type of school where college
preparation was an important but not a decisive purpose.!

At the same time that a student market was emerging for
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a new type of school, many of the colleges these students wished
to attend were stiffening entrance requirements. The pace and
character of the changes differed according to what each insti-
tution aspired to become. But in most of the better known pri-
vate northeastern colleges, the trend was not only to demand
more of students in traditional subjects but to add requirements
in the “modern” subjects that began penetrating college curric-
ula in the 1870s.

For the colleges the task was a difficult balancing act. Tu-
ition dependent and desirous of more students, they wished to
broaden their appcal to a larger student market. At the same
time their own faculties and curriculums were being transformed
from traditional institutions stressing religion and the classics
into modern colleges or universities. Professors of the newer sub-
jects wanted to push down into the schools elementary instruc-
tion in many emerging academic disciplines. How to get schools
to supply not only more but better prepared college freshmen
was a vexing problem with several possible answers.

The bulk of colleges needed live bodies to survive and
had virtually no ad:nission requirements. For those wih require-
ments, the most popular mechanism was admission by certi-
ficate, a plan in which schools were approved or certified by
some external body (a state, or state university, or consortium
of colleges). Cooperating colleges then agreed to admit any
graduate reccommended by the school

Those favoring greater control of schools by colleges some-
times established preparatory schools with the specialized func-
tion of meeting the requirements of a particular college (for ex-
ample, Hotchkiss for Yale and Lawrenceville for Princeton).
But the usual approach was to admit candidates by individual
cxaminations, rather than by certifying the schools they at-
tended. This scemed a surer way to produce better trained fresh-
men and force schools to teach what colleges wanted. The most
vigorous defender of the examination system was Harvard presi-
dent Charles W. Eliot. He and professor (later president) Nicholas
Murray Butler of Columbia were the moving forces behind
creating the College Board in 1900.2

The emerging preparatory schools were strongly influenced
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both by the preferences of their well-off constituency and the
colleges their graduates wished to attend. In curriculum mat-
ters they were clearly dominated by higher education. Eliot liked
to say that “schools follow universities, and will be what univer-
sities make them” ([1885] 1898, p. 131). But college domina-
tion per se was not a major prep school worry. They really were,
after all, “preparatory” to college, and without that function a
major reason for their existence would collapse.

In fact, the increasing complexity of college entrance ex-
amination requirements gave a tremendous boost to those few
institutions (including certain public high schools) who specialized
in preparing students to take themn. Porter Sargent, a former
prep school teacher who created the first private school consumer
guide, wrote in its first 1915 edition that “the private school is
still almost essential . . . for the special training that has been
necessary to enter the older universities, . . . so that we find to-
day at Princcton cighty percent, at Yale seventy percent, and
at Harvard fifty percent of the students prepared at private
schools” (1915, p. xx). The good part of college domination was
a near prep school monopoly over elite college preparation.

Further, most of the qualities that gave each school a dis-
tinct personality — its religious character, the ideals of its head,
the role of sports, and so on—were not controlled by the col-
leges. The schools had enormous freedom to do their own thing
in precisely the areas of greatest importance to them. “Learn-
ing from books is but onc small part in the educational process,”
said Frank Hackett (1924, p. 15), a pioncer founding head of
the first country day school near New York (Riverdale). Most
school heads agreed with him.

Moreover, many teachers and heads did not resent the
close ties that entrance examinations and student attendance
provided to well-known older colleges. They enjoyed the sense
that in some respects they were all part of the same cause, profes-
sion, system—that the boundaries between good secondary
sckools and good colleges were permecable. This gave them a
sense of membership in a large and respected professional com-
munity —a sensc often denied other American teachers.

Finally, the matter of college domination was not exacer-
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bated by the problem of selective admission. Acceptance in the
college of one’s choice — until after World War 11 —was mainly
a matter of fulfilling entrance requirements. Almost everyone
who did, and could pay, was accepted (except where discrimi-
nation against groups, usually against Jews, reared its head)
(Wechsler, 1977; Synnott, 1979). Even those who did not meet
the requirements in this or that subject were often admitted con-
ditionally. There was no surplus of qualified candidates over
places, no unhappy rejection letters to good but not good-enough
applicants.

The major strain in school-college relations was not domi-
nation but the chaos caused by the incredible diversity in what
individual colleges required for admission and the often idio-
syncratic way that examination questions were asked. Even the
head of a large school, Phillips Academy, which prepared stu-
dents for many colleges, complained in 1885 that “out of over
forty boys preparing for college next year we have more than
twenty Senior classes” (Fuess, 1950, p. 7). Since unreasonable
diversity in admissions requirements inconvenienced not just
the schools but powerful university figures wishing to increase
enrollments and raise entrance standards, it was no surprise that
an agency created by the universities, with representation from
the schools, the College Board, eventually produced a single an-
nual examination in each of the major subjects.

Independent Schools and the College Board System

The College Board was cssentially a treaty among colleges and
between colleges and schools. By 1920, most of the important
eastern colleges used the board’s exams for admissions and
abolished their own separatc examinations. Sixty percent of the
small group of 973 candidates who sat for the first examinations
in 1901 were from private schools. By 1925, when the number
of candidates approached 19,000, the fraction from private
schools had risen to 70 percent.?

During four decades after 1900, the College Board or-
ganized the intricate links between what students wanted (ad-
mission to the coliege of choice) and what they had to do to get
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it (“passing” board examinations). The board also organized what
colleges had to do to sustain student incentives to perform in
the manner colleges wished, as well as school practice so that
students performed well enough to demonstrate that their schools
were effective. The board not only pushed students to work hard
but pushed colleges and schools to do the same.

The board thus presided over a fully developed, coher-
ent system* of academic incentives: one of the best examples
of educational coherence in American history. Independent
schools were an essential part of this system, as many relied on
it for their very survival. Their proclaimed idsntity as “indepen-
dent” disguised their profound dependence on the larger system,
a system that few other Americans knew about because few used it.

Years later a veteran schoolman summarized its work-
ings. “Parents . . . were obliged to seek some independent pre-
paratory school to do a specific and limited job —the necessary
intensive preparation of the student for the rigorous college board
examinations. . . . The preparatory schools were thus in a pecu-
liar middle-man position in a process that was generally bind-
ing as long as the colleges and universities kept to their high
academic standards and required for entrance success in these
college boards. . . . New independent schools came into being
whose selling point to the parent was a virtual guarantee to place
the young student in any college or university, however difhcult
the requirements” (Craig, 1946, p. 5).

The College Board system has been largely forgotten or
stereotyped, but it contained many educational characteristics
of great interest to 1990s reformers concerned with student as-
sessment, student incentives, and academic standards. Four
linked elements in this system account for its relative success
in promoting hard academic work among often reluctant youth:
the necessity to deal with students of diverse academic capaci-
ties; the ability to sustain a rough consensus about the content
of academic standards; the caracity to convert standards into
credible examinations with predictable consequences; and the
ways its examinations directly influenced school curriculum,
teaching, and professional devclopment.

Although most prep school students were economically
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privileged in the 1900-1940 period, in other respects they were
a fairly random sample of their social class. They did not gain
admission to the schools on grounds of academic promise or
aptitude; some were enrolled literally at birth, when gender was
the only selective factor. (The story was that St. Paul’s fathers
enrolled their male newborns by regular letter, whereas Groton
fathers sent telegrams. Lacking amniocentesis, it was imprac-
tical to enroll candidates for single-sex schools while in utero.)

Before World War II independent schools paid little at-
tention to academic capacity. Committed to prepare most of
their students for colleges like Harvard, Yale, and Princeton,
these schools contained the academically gifted, the average, and
the truly unintelligent. They surely enrolled far more “diver-
sity” (as defined by scholastic aptitude) in the first part of the
century than they do today. McGeorge Bundy recalled his school
days at Groton in the 1930s: “If you weren’t a notorious and
incorrigibly stupid or lazy person you could go to any college
you wanted, you really could” (Bundy, 1988).

All this was accepted at the time as the way things were.
The prep schools catered to an economic rather than to an aca-
demic class. They routinely assumed that public high school
graduates who attended prestigious colleges were, on the whole,
more able and motivated — a more academically select group —
than their own students (Davis, 1930).

Frederick Winsor, f:r example, had been founding head
of the first country day schooi {Gilman, in Baltimore) and sub-
sequently founding head of a nonsectarian boarding school near
Boston (Middlesex). He told a 1930 Harvard alumni meeting
that the job of private schools was to “give an education to all
the sons of such men as you if you want to send them to us,
not to a selected few of your sons.” It was not the “bright boy
who specially needs the best and wisest of handling,” Winsor
went on, “but the boys below the average in intelligence.” He
assured the sympathetic crowd that true leadership in later life
depended less on brainpower than on “determination and fight
and character” (1930, p. 5).

Most independent school commentators followed Winsor's
reasoning: their institutions should be broadly accessible to those

.
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who could pay. Some independent school leaders trumpeted the
“true talent of the slow, cautious, and searching mind” (Smith,
1948, p. 4) and unfavorably compared the “facile, lazy students
as against the hard-working slower student” (Bragdon, 1947,
p- 19). The latter might not excel at studies or care much about
them but often would exert considerable leadership in extracur-
ricular and social activities in school and college. The prep
schools could be undefensive about the academic quality of their
student bodies because they did not regard this as highly as would
their successors following World War II.

Nor was there any reason for schools or students to fear
that College Board examinations would be impossibly difficult.
It was not their intention to keep students out of college but
to ensure that students did the necessary work to get in. These
examinations, though generally judged more rigorous than the
written ones of individual colleges that had preceded them, were
designed with a broad student ability range in mind. Their pur-
pose was to bring everyone up to a minimum standard in the
possession of knowledge and the ability to use it, in order for
them to pursue successfully the work offered in major colleges.

The board had no interest in winnowing the best and the
brightest from the merely proficient because, until the late 1930s,
few influential educators cared much about such high-end in-
dividual distinctions. Board tests, in more recent terminology,
were criterion referenced rather than norm referenced. Schools
and students knew what “passing” a board examination meant
and that large numbers — theoretically, everyone —could pass
if they worked hard enough. The examination process could be
for “high stakes” without seeming to be beyond the power of
diligent students to control.

There were obviously limits to what could be accomplished
when academic raw material was extremely weak. The sccre-
tary of the College Board lamented in 1919 that many students
with abominable board scores aspired to college only for “social
advantages” and should not be encouraged to advance beyond
high school (Fiske, 1919, p. 7). The most thorough survey of
boarding schools of its generation (Cole, 1928, pp. 131-133)
found large differences in the average age of 1921 graduating
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seniors at certain boarding schools compared with the Cleveland,
Ohio, public high schools. There was little doubt that the rea-
son for so many “overage” private school seniors (Cleveland’s
average graduating age of 17.1 years contrasted with Lawrence-
ville School’s average of 18.7!) was their limiied academic ca-
pacity combined with parental desire that they attempt the
boards just one more time. A private school research group po-
litely concluded in 1933 that the “nonacademic pupil” had been
a priority for years, but research had been deferred because “just
now many schools are engaged in laboratory experience with
that very problem, after which a thorough study will have a bet-
ter point of departure” (Smith, 1933, p. 42).

Despite these concerns about the limits of educability,
what is most significant about the relation between the College
board system and student aptitude was the expectation that a
wide variety of aptitudes could succeed on a serious academic
examination if the stakes were high, the preparation specific,
and the work thorough and demanding.

What, then, were the concrete standards the board sought
to uphold? Professor Carl Brigham of Princeton, a wise observer
of the College Board through the 1920s and 1930s and prin-
cipal architect of the Scholastic Aptitude Test, emphasized (1933,
p. 8) that the board’s “entire intangible assets, including good-
will,” were not its annual examinations but the academic stan-
dards on which the examinations were based: written syllabi
or descriptions of the essential concepts and themes in each of
the fields where the board examined. Called Defin:tion of the Re-
quirements for most of the 1900-1941 period, these annual pub-
lications spelled out in greater or lesser detail, according to the
subject or moment in time, what students should be prepared
to know and be able to do. Brigham described the Definitions
in 1934 as a “framework” that distinguished broad domains of
knowledge from specific examination topics (Valentine, 1987,
p. 48).

The Definitions made concrete what the board —or rather
its various responsible subject committees — believed “academic
standards” to be. A half century after the last version appeared
in 1941, one is struck by the large areas of fundamental agreement
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they represented. The board’s long-term executive, mathematics

professor, Thomas S. Fiske of Columbia, attributed its successful
first twenty-seven years to the “voluntary cooperation of the in-
stitutions and the associations whose interests are most vitally
concerned” (1927, p. 1). Behind Fiske’s bland language was the
crucial point that the board exerted a clear and consistent in-
fluence year after year because it was run by people with roughly
similar views and interests. There was consensus behind many
Definitions because the individuals who established them — pri-
marily drawn from higher education and within higher educa-
tion from various commissions of national discipline-based
associations — shared many values about the primacy of academic
education organized by the disciplines.

The College Board was and is a voluntary and privately
chartered organization, not a government agency. Its system
was a voluntary one in which schools and colleges could freely
choose an association or choose to stay away. Most chose to stay
away, their decision, not the result of board exclusivity. (The
board would have loved more schools and colleges to accept its
examination program in the twenties and thirties, because stu-
dent registration fees provided most of its income.) Its volun-
tary, nongovernmental nature gave it real power over the limited
number of families, schools, and colleges who basically concurred
with the values of the Definitions.

The overall consensus produced by voluntarism allowed
the board to concentrate on what proper school standards should
be within each of the modern academic disciplines. The board
did not have to consider whether those disciplines should be the
centerpiece of preparatory education or whether a unitary con-
ception of standards was the best way to think about cognitive
development —matters that then dominated discussion in the
rapidly expanding public schools.

Clearly influenced by a few universities after 1910, espe-
cially by Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, the board allowed furi-
ous battles about standards and the precise content of the Defi-
nitions to rage because they were the serious intellectual battles
the board wanted fought. It was casier to get disagreeing parties
to compromise — say, about the English or history Definitions —
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when the disputants all agreed that demanding instruction in
English or history was obviously to be mandated for all high
school students who aspired to attend college.

Such battles were waged within virtually all the disciplines.
They ranged from the importance to be given this or that topic
to the balance between mandated coverage of content and teacher
freedom. (Other battles, especially over whether high standards
meant quality past performance or proficiency to perform in
the future, were usually fought not within the content of the
Definitions but within the content of the actual examinations.)

In English, for example, the Definitions gradually reflected
a move toward less content prescription. The early English
Definition had specified a list of books about which students were
to know “the most important parts” (for example, The Merchant
of Venice and The Last of the Mohicans) and another list of books
they had to know in very minute detail (for example, Macbeth
and Burke’s speech on Conciliation with America) (Valentine, 1987).
But by the end of the 1920s an elaborate Board Commission
on English—its final report was published as a book by Har-
vard University Press—pressed for and won a less restrictive
conception. The English Definitzon for 1934 had no required
books and a simplified overview: “The requirement in English
is designed to develop in the student (1) the ability to read with
understanding, (2) knowledge and judgment of literature, and
(3) accurate thinking and power in oral and written expression.”

At the time those involved furiously debated whether or
not the changes had lowered or raised standards. From a more
distant perspective, the process seems to have mainly changed
standards within a context of basic agreement. The new, merely
suggested six-page reading list contained fourteen Shakespeare
and eight Shaw plays as examples of appropriate literature.
Teachers werc assured (Definition, 1934, pp. 7-14) that the com-
position test would “assume continuous and thorough training
in mechanics.” The Definition then specified that this training
implied “mastery” in such matters as grammar, punctuation,
spelling, vocabulary, and “a command of varied and flexible scn-
tence forms.” The instruction required to produce such mastery,
teachers were told, “necessitates constant and painstaking practice
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by the candidate in criticism and revision of his own written
work.” In such ways as this, subject by subject. the board defined
and refined what it meant by academic standards.

Sadly, the rather lively and imaginat.ve battles over the
Definitions were increasingly perceived by outsids critics of the
board as well as by those intimately involved as concerned with
“maintaining” or “keeping up” academic standards rather than
inventing or rethinking them. Because the thrust of nublic school
curriculum expansion in the 1300-1940 period was largely hostile
to academic schooling, the work of the board seemed in con-
trast to be conservative and even snobbishly exclusionary —
despite the remarkably broad band of student abilities presumed
by participating schools to be able to succeed on board exami-
nations.

To both private schools and to the country at large, aca-
demic standards took on an “undemocratic” tinge when the very
opposite idea — holding a widely varying group of youth account-
able to serious demands— prevailed. The tone of the private
school discussion of standards increasingly seemed a defense of
something under siege, something in danger of being lost. This
did not help correct the misapprchension. Examples are: “We
hold that every idea must be made as interesting as possible;
but we refuse to water down its essence . . . [for] the pseudo-
democracy of leveling and mediocrity” (Gummere, 1941, pp.
6, 12; or “We set high standards and owe it to the nation not
to supply watered stock™ (Roberts, 1947, p. 6); or “The indepen-
dent schools, although serving a minority, have helped to pro-
tect us from the menace of mediocrity and the domination of
the average” (Fuess, 1952, p. 9).

Finger-in-the-dike images like these permitted many to
forget that the standards represented by the Definitions were a
triumphant victory of the modern subjects—history, English,
science, modern languages—over the curriculum domination
of the classics and formal mathematics. They were a victory for
progressive and democratic forces, not for forces of reaction and
exclusivity. The creators of the College Board system, men like
President Eliot, saw their work as expanding the curriculum
to keep pace with the growth of modern knowledge. They also
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saw their work as expanding opportunities for individual stu-
dents of all backgrounds by creating standards that all could
aspire to— if their schools also aspired to them in their instruc-
tional program. The private schools’ defense of standards was
not articulate enough to keep alive Eliot’s uncompiomising amal-
gam of academic quality and individual opportunity.

Schools and students experienced the Definitions directly
when they became actual College Board examinations. Created
by committees of examiners with substantial private school
representation, the College Boards were largely of the essay va-
riety and usually three hours in length, administered in nation-
wide test centers during one hectic week each June. By 1940,
for example, over 37,000 examinations were taken in 36 sub-
jects at 318 test centers. The examinations were then scored dur-
ing an equally hectic week at Columbia University by hundreds
of readers. The familiar 0-100 scale was adopted, with 60 ini-
tially defined as a passing grade. In 1901, the first year of the
examinations, only 59 percent received scores of 60 or higher.
Nicholas Murray Butler, the board’s first sccretary, was highly
satisfied that “the one criticism that the board could not afford
to face, namely, that the ~uestions sct were too easy, has not
been made” (1901, p. 2C;

This astonishingly un-American system of annual aca-
demic essay examinations externally set and externally assessed
profoundly affected schools that participated in the program.
[t was, as Carl Brigham said, a direct form of “institutional con-
trol” (1933, p. 8), once colleges gradually abandoned their own
cxaminations and accepted only the board’s. For many schools
the gains won by simplification of college preparation offset any
losses attributable to college domination —especially since the
schools had been dominated academically by the colleges prior
to the board and continued to retain nonacademic freedom af-
ter the board.® Other influential private schoolpeople welcomed
college domination because they believed, as did Wilson Far-
rand, a longtime board leader and headmaster of Newark Acad-
emy in New Jersey, that “the great need of seccondary schools
of today is the establishment of adequate standards of attain-
ment. Their great weakness is slopp ‘ness and superficiality; their




162 Designing Coherent Education Policy

great need is thoroughness and genuine mastery of the subjects
taught” (Fuess, 1950, p. 68). Lawrenceville’s Frederick J. V.
Hancox (1936, p. 15) praised the board for its “guiding and stan-
dardizing and controlling effect on school curricula and teaching.”

One of Frederick Winsor’s successors at Gilman School
in Baltimore, for example, regarded the board as a “measuring
stick against which he could raise the educational standards of
the school.” It was now possible to “use continuing poor aver-
ages in any particular subject as a whip on masters who taught
the subject.” Teachers predictably responded by developing ex-
tensive practice or coaching sessions to review examinations from
previous years. (The board published its examinations.) Despite
the “almost airtight system” developed to make Gilman boys
study and pass the exams, the school’s historian concluded that
the system “served its purpose . . . by raising the educational
standards from the level of average good schools to the level of
the highest in the country” (Jacobs, 1947, pp. 59-61).

The ambivalence in this position —the exams led to some
rigidity and cramming but got students to work and raised stan-
dards of achievement — was shared among private schoolpeople
of the time, who needed a practical incentive for a diflerently
abled population to work hard. The direct link between the ex-
aminations and college admission provided that incentive. Fur-
ther, given the fact that the examinations could in fact be studied
for in advance, they could be attempted by students whose aca-
demic skills were not extensive.

In short, the examinations often cnabled “:ard and spe-
cific work” (Roberts, 1947, p. 28) to pay off, and the private
schools resolutely insisted that for many students “uphill think-
ing is the best way to think” (Gummere, 1941, p. 12). One
schoolman’s educational credo was “a tradition of thoroughness
of instruction, of mastery of skills, and of insistence on the car-
rying through to completion of tasks undertaken” (Litterick,
1947, p. 22). The hard work needed to succeed on the College
Board exams was thus a good thing in itself—an outcome the
schools often valued as a worthwhile lifetime habit quite aside
from the academic achievement it produced in the short run.
The headmaster of St. Paul Academy in Minnesota believed
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examinations made lazy privileged boys work hard perhaps for
the first time because they had to and academically slow privi-
leged boys work hard because they would gain confidence that
they could pass (Briggs, 1932).

Other private school defenders of the examinations, such
as Winsor, emphasized how they had changed with the times
just as had the Definitions. He denied in 1932 (p. 619) that the
exams could be passed by candidates who had “only facts in their
possession and no knowledge of their meaning nor power to
think.” The examinations above all else were “tests of power
which require a knowledge of facts.” The head of the Detroit
Country Day School agreed that the English examination, for
example, had become “a test of creativeness and apprectation”
(Shaw, 1932, p. 620).

The last three-hour English essay examination cver given
by the Board (English Examination, 1941, pp. 29-30)—one
based on the Definition discussed earlier —backs this assertion.
In June 1941, one of the four questions asked students to read
Yeats's poem “An Irish Airman Foresees His Death.” They had
to respond to eight different assertions about the poem and were
graded on undcrstanding the poem, accuracy in writing, and
clarity in writing. The question combined a concern for stan-
dards, for differences among the answering students, and for
sensitivity to the times in which they lived.

In a general way, teachers began to teach to these tests
or at least to their predictions and hopes about how the exami-
nations might resemble those of prior years. More specifically,
the tests clearly reined in teachers’ freedom to define subjects
as they personally wished. One private school historian of the
College Board, who remembered how liberating it had been for
him as an Rnglish tcacher finally to be able to teach Frost and
Sandburg and not just Milton and Whittier, also admitted that
“individualism in American schools in the 1900’s had so far run
riot that the establishment of a uniform standard of excellence
had become not only desirable but even obligatory™ (Fuess, 1950,
pp. 85, 63).

The examinations pressed teachers to perform to an out-
side common standard, clearly opposed the idea that individual
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teachers could and should define their fields as they wished, and
established at least part of what accountable teaching meant.
One teacher complained: “Slight chance for continued profes-
sional service has that teacher who fails to ‘get results’ in the
‘College Boards,’ valuable and inspiring as his instruction may
otherwise be” (Valentine, 1987, p. 29).

But there were compensations for teachers who saw some
classroom freedom eroded. One was that the external exami-
nations tended to make students and teachers allies rather than
adversaries. The objective was to move all students forward,
not to emphasize differences in their attainments. Gilman’s
historian nicely said, “If everyone passed . . . the master was
considered to have done a fine job” (Jacobs, 1947, p. 60).

Another compensation was that thousands of the small
cohort of private school teachers were not just passive recipients
of College Board commands but active participants in the grand
enterprise of creating and grading the examinations. This was
surely one of the most powerful professional development ex-
periences in American educational history: it was task oriented,
deadly scrious, and enormous fun.

Most of the examiners, the small committees which ac-
tually created the examinations, were always drawn from the
colleges. Yet in 1941, the final year of the program, the private
schools provided more than a fourth —nineteen examiners, com-
pared with forty-two for higher education and thirteen for pub-
lic schools. Much more impressive was the distribution of readers
of the June examinations. These were the teachers who de-
scended -1, Columbia dorms and Barnard dining halls to con-
front thousands of blue books. In 1932 alone 313 private school
teachers participated in this experience, along with 112 public
school teachers and 216 college professors.

This huge gathering resembled an “educational congress”
(Fiske, 1927, p. 10). It was, in the 1920s and 1930s, the one
place where high school and college teachers struggled with a
common task and where teachers brought back to their schools
helpful criticisms and broader points of view. The annual reading
session, the board concluded the year after it had been abolished,
had “helped immecasurably in upholding standards” (College En-
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trance Examination Board, 1942, pp. 5-6; College Entrance
Examination Board, 1944, p. 8). Perhaps even more important
was the colleagueship, stimulation, and prestige it gave to par-
ticipating teachers. Readership was a professional plum, readers
hated to rotate off, and public school teachers began to resent
private school dominance. Their protests led to a 1934 College
Board decision that the future reader target ratio should be 4:3:2
among colleges, private schools, and public schools (College En-
trance Examination Board, 1935, pp. 35-36). Yet in June 1941
over 42 percent of the readers were still drawn from indepen-
dent schools: reading the examinations remained to the end a
largely private school privilege.

The large fraction of private school candidates and large
number of private school teachers who served as readers solid-
ified the loyalty of most independent schools to the College Board
and the system it embodied. The system scemed to work for
the schools. Their students decisively outperformed public school
students on these examinations over the 1901-1941 period, and
most graduates went on to the colleges of their choice.

Perliaps the most dramatic example of private school com-
mitment to the system was a remarkably arnbitious effort by
some to create an examining board of their own in 1924. They
would apply the College Board model of transition from school
to college to the transition from elementary to secondary schools.
The Secondary School Examination Board, soon renamed the
Secondary Education Board (SEB), attracted private second-
ary schools who sought the same influence over elementary in-
struction and the same uniformity in student preparation as had
the colleges (Osgood, 1925). The cooperating elementary schools
wanted a standard from outside to improve their instruction and
also wanted guaranteed access to high schools of choice.

The parallels with the College Board were striking, al-
though the new board had no money or ambition for external
assessment. Its examinations would be graded by the high
schools children wanted to attend, not by external cxarniners.
This nontrivial difference created curious logistical problems.
In 1928, for instance, a New York City boy took the SEB cn-
trance exam for St. Paul’s School in New Hampshire, given at
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St. Bernard’s School in Manhattan. After completing the exam,
he took a taxi over to the Buckley School, also in Manhattan,
where exactly the same examination was given for admission
to the Hill School in Pennsylvania. The two New York schools
that administered the examinations then sent them off to the
appropriate boarding schools. When the Secondary Education
Board learned of this strange affair, its solution was not to sug-
gest a process of uniform external assessment. It recommended
instead that candidates in the future be sure to bring carbon
paper (Hancox, 1930, p. 13).

Such events quickly revealed that the SEB perhaps might
not become as efficient an examining agency as the College
Board. But there was no denying that its existence indicated
that many important private schools wanted, somehow, to in-
sert the College Board system of coherent instruction inside K-
12 education itself. The ultimate dream of SEB founders was
for their examinations to connect directly with the College
Boards. Frederick H. Osgood of Milton Academy, the SEB’s
first chair (and also father of Esther Osgood) claimed: “This
would tend to insure sequence in our work, progress in our
classes, and success in our results” (1925, p. 9). This nicely
summed up the goals of a coherent system.

Monopoly, Meritocracy, and the Fate of Standards

On Sunday, December 7, 1941, the “Three Musketeers” —the
affectionate nickname for the admissions directors of Harvard,
Yale, and Princeton — were meeting informally at the New Jer-
scy home of the Princeton director. When the news from Pearl
Harbor arrived after lunch, the men decided that the sudden
war emergency might permit them to achieve instantaneously
what one admitted might have been “a long hard fight” other-
wise: the complete abandonment of the College Board’s program
of three-hour June essay examinations. In effect, they proposed
to destroy the central element in the coherent system that had
prevailed for four decades (Fuess, 1950, pp. 154-158).

Days later the three universities announced that all can-
didates for admission would not take the June series but instead




Independent Schools 167

a series of short-answer, machine-gradable tests given on a sin-
gle Saturday in April. Later, when other cclleges announced
their intention to follow the lead of the Big Three, the College
Board decided to cancel the June 1942 examinations. They were
never given again. The decision marked an era: the system that
had governed college admissions and student incentives since
1900 was no more.

The April tests had been instituted by the board four years
earlier for the convenience of colleges wanting earlier data on
scholarship applicants. They included several subject-specific
short-answer tests, originally called scholarship tests but now
relabeled achievement tests, and the short-answer multiple-
choice Scholastic Aptitude Test. The latter, previously given
in June as a supplement to the essay examinations, had been
created in 1926 by psychological consultants to the board, nota-
bly Carl Brigham. The SAT had grown rapidly in student regis-
trations and in popularity with college admissions officers in the
1930s.

The admissions officer perspective differed from that of
the presidents, academicians, and schoolpeople who organized
and managed the College Board in its early years. The Eliots
and Butlers saw the board’s program as bringing order from
the chaos of divergent admission requirements and also upgrad-
ing standards of training in the preparatory schools. The ad-
missions officers saw the board’s program as a strategy to en-
large the number of college applicants and also to enlarge the
number of those who would perform well after enrollment.

These were different, equally legitimate purposes. But
their gradual adoption by the board changed the old system pro-
foundly and reduced its impact on independent school curricu-
lum and student incentives to work hard. The older goals meshed
nicely with the goals of most independent schools. The new ones
did not. When the old essay examinations were abolished,
recalled Millicent C. McIntosh, head of the Brearley School in
New York, “at one stroke the special privileges of the private
school student disappeared” (1946, p. 31).

Two powerful converging forces in the 1930s —the psycho-
logical testing movemnent and the Depression — pushed prestigious
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colleges to rethink their attitudes about the uses of examina-
tions. The board exams were originally intended to show levels
of previous school achievement and training; they were demon-
strations of past performance, about what individuals in fact
had learned and how hard they had worked. They also were
assessments of how well schools taught the curriculum and how
hard they pressed students. If this was what colleges wanted ex-
aminations to measure —if this was what their statistical “valid-
ity” depended on—then the tests could be very valid indeed.
But if colleges defined examination validity differently, as pre-
dicting how students would perform later on in the colleges, the
Scholastic Aptitude Test provided a far more valid measure.

The latter was increasingly what the colleges wanted to
know. The psychological testing movement, even in the twen-
ties, had convinced most psychologists and many admissions
officers that intelligence was, if not wholly innate, then at least
mainly so. “Training” dull but decent students might give schools
some satisfaction; such training was what the board essay exams
were designed to measure. But the training that schools provided
caused colleges increasingly to yawn and look away. Statistical
studies from the Big Three and similar institutions indicated
that private school students with higher board scores than pub-
lic school students were soon surpassed academically in college
by the public school graduates. Other studies used the new in-
telligence tests to demonstrate that public school graduates in
the prestigious colleges, on average, were indeed brighter (Spencer,
1927; Leighton, 1935).

None of this was news. The private schools were proud
of their success in training a diverse academic population. They
were not embarrassed or apologetic: it was in part the service
they sought to provide. What was new —besides concrete data
and quantitative research reports — was the gradual realization
by colleges that the old examinations gave an unfair advantage,
almost a monopoly, to schools that had the resources to pre-
pare for them. Able boys who did not attend such schools (almost
all of the discussion concerned boys) were at a major disadvantage.

It finally dawned on the colleges that things did not have
to be that way —they could be changed. Soon after 1910 Har-
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vard had created “comprehensive” examinations deliberately
designed not to be curriculum driven. One purpose was to ap-
peal to a larger applicant pool. By 1916 the board had adapted
some of the Harvard examinations as an option to its standard
essay program. The Scholastic Aptitude Test promised to do
an even better job of identifying raw talent regardless of the qual-
ity of education it had received. It was no accident that SAT
enrollments grew mainly through public school students and that
the brief April scholarship tests proved immensely popular with
the gigantic but still slumbering public school market.

The Depression added urgency to developing strategies
for increasing educational opportunity and limiting monied
privilege. Many educational leaders were frightened by the
prospect of class war. No one better amalgamated all these
tendencies —love of able students, infatuation with the SAT as
a test of inborn ability, deep suspicion of the social impact of
the private school monopoly, fear of class war—than Harvard’s
president James B. Conant (Conant, 1970; Powell, 1980). And
no important university’s actions better clarified how these be-
liefs would affect private schools than did Harvard’s.

In 1943 Harvard’s Richard M. Gummere, one of the
Three Musketeers and a former private school headmaster, sum-
marized with notable brevity the long-run meaning of the shift
from essay examinations to the SAT and the achievement tests.
“Learning in itself has ceased to be the main factor [in college
admissions],” he told a private school audience. “The aptitude
of the pupil is now the leading consideration” (1943, p. 5).

After the war, the reliance upon promise rather than train-
ing had the hoped-for effect at institutions like Harvard. In com-
bination with the tremendous and unexpected American surge
toward college, stimulated by the GI Bill but not explained by
it, college applications shot up. Of the 1,181 final applicants
to Harvard for the fall of 1941, 1,092 were accepted and 1,004
enrolled. But by 1952, the new dean of admissions, W. J.
Bender, could report a revolution: for the first time in its his-
tory Harvard could “consciously shape the make-up of our stu-
dent body” because it had a real surplus of qualified applicants
over places. Bender said, “In effect we now admit students on
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the basis of ability and promise and a secondary school diploma.
Little attention is paid to the content of their secondary school
programs” (1953, pp. 104-106).

While private school enrollment percentages plummeted
at Harvard, from 57 percent in 1941 to 32 percent in 1980,
Bender reported that the percentage of all freshmen who had
met official entrance requirements at the time of enrollment had
also dropped. But admissions authorities believed that any reem-
phasis on the content of secondary education would only “reverse
the general trend of recent years towards an abler and more
nationally representative student body” (1954, p. 239). This was
unacceptable. McGeorge Bundy, now dean of the faculty of arts
and sciences after his Groton days, fittingly proclaimed meri-
tocracy triumphant in 1936: “The really bright boy is desirable
in the college, even if the schools have hopelessly mismanaged
his educational training up to the age of seventeen or eighteen.
The untrained boy of real brilliance is more valuable to us than
the dull boy who has been intensely trained. Therefore, we are
committed to the notion of a talent search” (1956, p. 510).

Such candor revealed the widening gap between elite col-
leges and clite private schools at the dawn of meritocratic ad-
missions in the early 1950s. Many in the private school frater-
nity felt betrayed by their own kind. Conant’s Jeffersonian search
for the best and brightest, for cxample, made him an outspoken
national advocate of public schools (preferably large ones with
facilities to detect talent) and a public enemy of independent
schools as divisive institutions (Conant, 1970).

The essence of the Gummere-Bender-Bundy-Conant
point was that hard work was no longer important. It did not
get you anywhere, certainly not to Harvard. There were no
longer subjects to study that, if mastered to specified levels as
evinced through examinations based on them, would lead to
good things. Instead, only very smart students could win in the
now decadly serious contesi of college admission.

How did the prep schools respond to this meritocratic as-
sault on a central raison détre? Although they responded in many
ways to the postwar end of their old quasi-monopoly (usually
quite successfully), their most poignant response —and their most
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coherent and energetic— was to accept the tide of the times. In-
stead of defending the tradition of common standards applied
to a diverse student group, the leading private schools decided
to emulate the colleges. They would recruit and educate exactly
the academically gifted students so coveted by the leading col-
leges. They would play the same game of admissions as the col-
leges, but they would play to win.

They too would define prior preparaticn as less impor-
tant than individual aptitude. So, for example, the SEB exams
attracted fewer and fewer candidates while the private schools
took steps to create admissions tests for secondary school based
on the SAT. By 1957 a Secondary School Admissions Test was
in place (Whitman, 1991). The prep schools would attempt to
reshape their own student bodies—to conduct their own “talent
search” —in order to preserve their admissions track records at
the better colleges. Additional organizations were developed to
coordinate, for example, need-based financial aid to able young-
sters, and schools spent more time recruiting not just paying
customers but academically strong customers.

Perhaps the most important symbol of the new private
schoo} initiative was the prominent involvement of several of
their number in the creation of the Advanced Placement Pro-
gram in 1956. AP was not a project of the College Board, since
at its inception it represented much of what the board had ex-
plicitly rejected (although the board did agree to administer the
program once established). AP was an attempt to offer college-
level courses in high schools in many academic subjects. Its key
elements were remarkably reminiscent of the old College Boards
(Allis, 1979; Valentine, 1987).

Advanced Placement course syllabi and examinations
were created by teams of professors, teachers, and test specialists.
The examinations, strongly biased toward essay or “free-responsc”
questions, were read externally in June by teachers and profes-
sors. Scoring was critcrion referenced, based on a simple 1-5
scale with 3 being the de facto passing grade. Students and
teachers were on the samec side: high AP scores—the more the
better — enhanced teachers’ reputations. AP was driven by student
incentives although, especially in the early years, the incentives




172 Designing Coherent Education Policy

were somewhat different from those behind the old College
Boards. The main incentive was not college admission but the
avoidance in college of repetitive introductory courses and the
possibility of some financial savings if formal academic college
credit was given for courses taken in high school. In later years,
a powerful additional incentive to enroll in AP courses was to
boost chances for admission to selective colleges (Dillon, 1988).

The most significant difference between AP and the old
College Boards was their student constituency. AP was un-
abashedly for the gifted and talented, for smart and ambitious
adolescents who wanted to get a head start on college. AP
brought back the past, after a fifteen-year absence, with better
developed ideas about what students should know and be able
to do. But it did not bring back the idea that average college-
bound students could profit from a similar model. AP was a
way for privileged schools who could offer the courses —and in-
dependent schools in particular —to market themselves as sec-
ondary school analogues to Dean Bundy’s notion of elite col-
leges: places where talented students could find an appropriate
and challenging curriculum just for them (Davies, 1962).

As the better independent schools coped with the deck
American democracy had dealt them, their first response was
to attempt to abandon—as if it were some sort of embarrass-
ment — their long-standing commitment to work hard at educat-
ing not just the gifted but everyone with some promise, some
commitment, and the wherewithal to pay. Of course, the prep
schools were unevenly successful at converting to teen meritocra-
cies. Some found the idea distasteful from the start and preferred
less intellectually homogeneous student bodies. Others lacked
the money or geographic location crucial for success.

But the lure to make the attempt was very strong. Schools
realized that “prestige” in the new age of near-universal secondary
and postsecondary education would be based on which institu-
tions students attended, not on whether they did so. There was
also evidence that the labeling of independent schools as exclu-
sive or elitist—a label the schools typically loathed but could
not shake off —was at least partially softened if they enrolled
not merely privileged students but talented students. Francis
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Parkman, a private school leader very much concerned with pub-
lic image, shrewdly observed that nearly half the initial schools
offering AP courses were independent schools and that “the fast
section has never been considered undemocratic in these schools”
(1958, p. 55).

It is fascinating but disgraceful that since 1956 the power-
ful incentives contained in the old College Board system have
been available only to that tiny fraction of students who typi-
cally are the most committed and successful to begin with. At
the beginning of the 1990s there was nothing remotely compara-
ble to AP for any other group in the population (although the
Advanced Placement program had plans to develop a more
broad-based version). Neither the model of AP nor of the old
College Boards was examined much by educational reformers,
despite the enormous number of overlapping points of interest:
AP seemed irrelevant because of its association with only top-
track students; the old College Boards seemed irrelevant (to those
who remembered them at all) because of their association with
old-fashioned academics and old-fashioned privilege.

Some recovery from this educational amnesia is needed.
Why should we lack any voluntary, incentive-based, externally
and authentically assesse, curriculum-driven, teacher-produced
system of syllabi and examinations designed for a large frac-
tion of teenagers? It is important not to assess blame casually.
[t would surely be simplistic to blame only the meritocratic im-
pulse itself, or American egalitarianism and anti-intellectualism,
or the overconfidence of the objective testers, or other cosmic
forces.

A more practical clue comes from Carl Brigham himself,
the founder of the SAT yet also a thoughtful defender of the
idea of clear academic standards, “Definitions of Requirements,”
and essay examinations. In a wise and candid report to the Col-
lege Board in 1933, Brigham (pp. 12-13) observed that “the
Board has developed as an organization of Readers and is not
a body of Examiners.” There was no organized body of knowl-
edge —technical knowledge about reliability and validity —on
curriculum-driven essay examinations. The board had made all
its bets on the expensive annual process of reacing examinations
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and had ignored all the questions about how such examinations
might assess individual potential that the colleges were just be-
ginning to ask. The creation of the SAT and other objective
tests was a serious research and development task, but the board
seemed to care nothing about research and development on its
own essay examinations. Brigham argued for a major financial
commitment to experimental research on such examinations to
save them from the psychometricians, but nothing was ever
done.

There was a stubborn, irreconcilable gap between the
defenders of the old system —who did not care for research —
and the psychologists about to overthrow it —who had little in-
terest in the quality of schools. One of the achievements of AP
has been to bridge that gap somewhat. The Technical Manual
(College Entrance Examination Board, 1988) devoted to free-
response AP questions is amazingly more sophisticated than any-
thing imagined by the defenders of the old system. The gap needs
further closing, and a new coherent system (or systems) must
be devised to embrace far more youth. Then some of the ad-
vantages of the old system can finally be reclaimed, to serve not
just top-track students but the great majority. They need all
the incentives that can be mustered to develop intelligence in
a society filled with doubters and outright enemies.

Notes

There is no general account of the origins of the American
prep school. The closest approximation is the standard study
of boarding schools (McLachlan, 1970). The new country
day schools, new urban day schools, and transformation
of old private schools and academies into prep schools are
best explored through school histories (for example, Hack-
ett, 1957; Jacobs, 1947; Eliot, 1982; Waterbury, 1965).
McLachlan is especially interesting in exploring the trans-
formation of old boarding academies into new boarding
schools, especially Lawrenceville and Exeter.

"The standard history of college admission requircments is
Wechsler, 1977. See also Hawkins, 1972, and Powell, 1980.
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Two complementary histories of the College Board are of
value, especially for the prewar period. The first is a memoir
by a long-time private school headmaster who knew most
of the important figures in the period under discussion. The
other is a recent scholarly account by a long-terma board
staff member (Fuess, 1950; Valentine, 1987).
Quantitative data on the number of board candidates, the
number of examinations taken, scores received, and type
of school attended are drawn from the various College En-
trance Examination Board (CEER) Annual Reports of the Secre-
tary, printed by the board and consulted at the board'’s ar-
chives in New York.

The idea of “system” is not contemporary social science jar-
gon projected back onto the past. It was used at the time
1o describe the interconnected processes that made the board
work, notably by Carl Brigham in 1934 (Valentine, 1987).
Independent schools were never members of the board. Any
school or student could participate in the board’s examina-
tion program. Thus the board exerted no influence on
schools cther than on their curricula, had no policies on
nonprofit status or discrimination, for example, and had
no means to enforce such policies.
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New Directions for
Early Childhood Care
and Education Policy

W. Steven Barnett

It is widely recognized that public policy regarding early child-
hood care and education (ECCE) is fragmented and inconsis-
tent (Grubb, 1987; Kagan, 1990; Robbins, 1990). Concern with
these coherence problems arises from the substantial costs that
they impose on society. Their extent and importance can be
assessed through an analysis of what will be called internal and
external consistency. Internal consistency is a problem when
there are interprogram inconsistencies with respect to (1) rules
for program eligibility and participation and (2) characteristics
of the services provided. External consistency is a problem when
there are inconsistencies between (1) the magnitude of resources
required to achieve policy goals and the resources committed
and (2) the types of activities required to achieve policy goals
and the activities promoted by policy. Early childhood policy
has serious problems of both internal and external consistency.
The purposes of this chapter are to identify the origins and ex-
tent of these problems with coherence, weigh their costs, and
consider the merits of proposed remedies.

Framework for Analysis
A basic premisc of this chapter is that public policy in the United
States tends to be made as a series of responses to social prob-

lems and the constituencies that develop around them. In the
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case of the care and education of young children, the legitimate
scope for government intervention was extremely limited for
most of our history (O’Connor, 1990). The social problems ad-
dressed were highly specific and the target populations tightly
restricted, serving only a small portion of those nominally eligi-
ble. Thus, policy became defined by a conglomerate of small,
highly particularistic programs. Organized interests around these
problems were weak. Political support increased for one early
childhood program or another due to immediate pressures (labor
force needs during World War II or the anger and frustration
of blacks in the mid 1960s), but it receded when pressures eased
(Grubb and Lazerson, 1982).

In the context of narrow policy goals, tightly limited pro-
gram target populations, and most Early Childhood Care and
Education (ECCE) occurring in the home, coherence was not
much of an issue for many years, although the kind of program-
matic approach to policy described above tends to produce highly
differentiated and largely unconnected programs. After all, pub-
lic programs designed to address different problems and serve
different children are expected to vary in their rules, regula-
tions, practices, and outcomes. Moreover, any agency seeking
to expand a program tries to differentiate that program as much
as possible from others that might compete for the same re-
sources. This changed when a historic transformation in ECCE
arrangements created circumstances in which the traditional ap-
proaches to ECCE policy produced serious problems of coherence.

A Historic Transformation

For most of our nation’s history, families have provided the edu-
cation and care of young children in the home. Prior to 1960,
it was rarc for young children to attend formal cducational pro-
grams and uncommon for them to be cared for outside the home
for a few hours per day. By 1990, this had changed dramati-
cally. A national survey of households with young children found
that 71 percent of all first and second graders had attended cither
a day care center or nursery school prior to entering kindergar-
ten (West, Hausken, Chandler, and Collins, 1991). More than
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one in four children ages three and four were reported to be
in nonparental care and education for more than twenty hours
per week (Hofferth, Brayfield, Deich, and Holcor:b, 1991).
A number of demographic and economic changes con-
tributed to the dramatic change in ECCE. The most important
change may be the increased labor force participation of mothers
of young children. As late as 1965, only 23 percent of the mothers
of children under six were in the labor force and many of these
had only part-time employment outside the home (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1980). By 1990, 58 percent of the mothers of chil-
dren ages three and four were in the labor force, and two-thirds
worked full time (Hofferth, Brayfield, Deich, and Holcomb,
1991). Other factors contributing to the increased demand by
families for nonparental care and education of young children
include (1) increased demand for investment in the education
of each child due to increased family income and a decreased
family size (Becker, 1981), (2) increased need for peer experiences
and socialization outside the home as children have fewer sib-
lings and fewer opportunities for interaction in the neighborhood
than in the past, and (3) changing public opinion regarding the
value of group ECCE experiences. What was once considered
a sometimes necessary evil has come to be viewed as an oppor-
tunity that is beneficial for children’s healthy development.

A Changing Public Interest

The revolution in ECCE arrangements a:id attitudes described
above fundamentally altered the possibilities and demands for
public policy. In this radically new social context, four basic
goals for ECCE policy have emerged, attempting to improve
the welfare of society as a whole rather than merely promoting
special interests. An argument can be made for each goal that
the benefits to society as a whole exceed the costs (Barnett, 1991).
The first goal is to provide intensive early intervention services
to children who live in poverty o - have disabilities. The second
is to subsidize the costs of child care to lower-income families
at risk of welfare dependency. The third is to subsidize child
care for working women in such a way as to contribute to women’s
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workforce entry and advancement. The fourth is to increase the
well-being of children in nonparental ECCE by reducing the
cost and increasing the quality of ECCE purchased by parents
of all children.

The Evolution of ECCE Policy

The revolutionary changes in ECCE arrangements and attitudes
and the public interest in a greater government role in ECCE
have had important impacts on public policy. In particular, be-
cause the political system responded to these changes by expand-
ing government activities in the context of the existing program-
matic structure, the potential for severe problems of coherence
developed. Although the highly particularistic programmatic
structure of ECCE policy may have worked tolerably well through
the 1970s, by the 1980s the social problems public policy ad-
dressed were defined at more general levels and encompassed
larger populations than the old program structures were intended
to deal with.

This section tracks the evolution of policy primarily by
describing the patterns of change in program funding (or, more
generally, cost) over time. When policy is embodied in pro-
grams, program funding is a critical measure of its importance
and direction. The amount of funding a program receives indi-
cates the political commitment behind its policies. Funding 1s
also a fairly accurate indicator of the impact of programs that
purchase goods and services or transfer income. It is less satis-
factory for tax expenditures (credits, deductions, and exemp-
tions) and regulations, because most of their costs are “off-
budget.” However, reasonable estimates are available for the
costs of most important tax expenditures, and the available evi-
dence indicates that the impacts of government regulations have
been extremely small relative to the impacts of spending (Gorm-
ley, 1991).

Federal Policy

Only a few ycars ago the consensus among policy analysts was
that the important policy action in ECCE was at the statc level
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(Grubb, 1987; Schweinhart, 1985). Now it appears that the fed-
eral government has been the dominant policymaker and will
continue to be so for some time. The sheer number of federal
programs is impressive. Even before the most recent outbreak
of policymaking, the U.S. General Accounting Office (1989)
had identified forty-five federal programs affecting nonparen-
tal care of young children, administered by seven departments
and agencies. Even this was an undercount of programs, as it
focused on child care and omitted a number of relevant educa-
tion department programs.

For many years, the four largest federal programs relat-
ing to early childhood care and education have been the Child
and Dependent Care Tax Credit (CCTC), Head Start, Title
XX, and the Child Care Food Program (CCFP). Although all
of these programs are sometimes thought of as early childhood
programs, only Head Start focuses on children ages three and
four and also is the only program that directly provides services.
The other programs provide funds that are used to purchase
services for child care and education received by children from
birth to adolescence. It is noteworthy that Head Start is the only
program in which the federal government sets standards for ser-
vice quality. Title XX and the CCFP require only that pro-
grams meet state licensing regulations, and there is no attempt
to regulate quality through the CCTC.

Funding figures indicate a steady increase in federal sup-
port for ECCE programs from 1972 through 1988 (Besharov
and Tramontozzi, 1989). These data contradict the widely held
view (noted by Zigler and Lang, 1991) that President Nixon'’s
veto of the 1971 Child Development Act marked the beginning
of a period of stagnation in federal support for child care. How-
ever, the distribution of growth across programs was quite un-
cven after 1976. Table 6.1 shows the estimated amounts of fund-
ing spent on three- and four-year-olds from each major program
in 1977 and 1988.! A small amount of additional funding sup-
ports five-year-olds whose entry to kindergarten is delayed a year
(cven though they are age-cligible), but estimation of this amount
is beyond the scope of this chapter.




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Early Childhood Care 185

Table 6.1. Estimated Funding for Federal Programs Supporting ECCE
in 1977, 1988, and 1992 (in Millions of 1992 Constant Dollars).*

Program 1977 1988 1992

Child and Dependent Care Tax Credit s 3717 $1,357 $ 891
Hcad Start $1.041 $1.291 $2,202
Title XX (SSBG) $§ 626 $ 262 224
Child Care Food Program $ 93 $ 232 391
JOBS - 116
At-Risk Child Care Entitlement ---- 100
Child Care and Development Block Grant 275
Earned Income Tax Credit 50
IDEA 155
Even Start 70
Chapter | 536
Others $ 163 $ 298 350
Total $2.,300 $3,440 $5,360

IR I RN L R o L2

Source: 1977 and 1988 figures: U.S. General Accounting Office (1989):
1992 figures: Dervarics (1992).

*The amount of support for threes and fours was determined for cach
program as follows. Based on 1990 data, 90 percent of the children served in
Head Start are ages three and four, 7 percent are age five, and 3 percent are
age two. All of the other programs serve children froni birth to age twelve. Based
on data from the National Child Carc Survey (Willer and others, 1991), it is
estimated that the distribution of costs for other programs by age is one-third
for children under three, one-third for children three and four. and one-third
for children five to twelve. The tax credit estimates are based on payments for
claims made for the previous tax year. The amount of the SSBG spent on child
care is at cach state’s discretion and so is difficult to estimate; Besharov and
Tramontozzi (1989) recommend a slightly higher estimate for 1988. The esti-
mate tor “Others” is limited to twenty-six programs for which comparable data
were available for 1977 and 1988. As no figure for “Others” was available for
1992, it was projected from 1988 by assuming the same annual increase from
1988 to 1992 as occurred from 1977 10 1988.

The fastest growing of the large federal programs from
1977 to 1988 was the CCTC, which was created as a deduction
in 1954 and changed to a credit in 1976. The credit was ex-
panded in 1982 and in 1981 Congress enacted a similar tax credit
for employer-provided programs.

Head Start was launched in 1965 as part of the war on
poverty. A primary goal was to improve the lives and develop-
ment of young children from low-income families by providing
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health, nutrition, and education services. Up to 10 percent of
those served may be children with disabilities who need not be
low income. For most of its history, Head Start funding has
been sufficient to serve less than 25 percent of the eligible chil-
dren. When Head Start has been pressed to serve more chil-
dren, it has responded by decreasing the intensity or quality
of service in order to reach more children with the same amount
of money. Never conceived of as a child care program, Head
Start is usually pro sided for two to three hours a day in a center,
though in some cases services consist entirely of home visits.
Head Start centers usually operate on the same calendar as
schools and are closcd ror the summer.

Head Start’s organizational structure is the source of some
of its unique characteristics. It provides no official role for states —
the federal government makes grants directly to local agencies
and administers the grants through regional offices. Head Start’s
structure is an attempt to avoid traditional state and local po-
litical power structures and create new ones tha* are more recep-
tive to participation by poor and minority parents. Also, Head
Start has a uniform set of national standards, although there
is considerable program variation in practice. As Head Start
emphasizes the need to provide services designed to match the
unique characteristics of each community, much of the varia-
tion across sites may be desirable. However, it is fair to say that
service quality varies significantly within Head Start, which is
not always to the good (McKey and others, 1985).

The Title XX program was started in 1976. Although
its funding levels declined over the years, especially when it was
incorporated into the Social Services Block Grant (SSBG), it
has continued to be a source of substantial funding. This pro-
gram was never thought of as educational at the national level
but as assisting poor families with child care in order to facili-
tate work and reduce welfare dependency. Many of the smaller
federal programs that provide funds for child care (see U.S.
Government Accounting Office, 1989) are similar in intent, and
some are specifically part of efforts to enable women to leave
welfare for work. States usec the funds to purchase child care
services for families and in many instances operate the program
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as a de facto voucher system in which parents choose care from
among licensed or registered providers. As it is a block grant,
states have complete discretion over how much if any to spend
on ECCE (though the grant may indirectly contribute to ECCE
if spending it on other services allows more state funds to be
spent on ECCE). Thus, the amount of the SSBG allocated to
child care depends on state policies as well as on federal policy
regarding the total size of the SSBG.

The Child Care Food Program subsidizes meals and
snacks for lower-income children up to age twelve in child care
centers, Head Start, and licensed (or registered, where there
is no state licensing requirement) family home day care. This
program has grown substantially, with real expenditures dou-
bling in the last decade.

The year 1988 was an important turning point in federal
policy regarding early care 2nd education: over 100 bills con-
cerning child care and early education were introduced in Con-
gress (Zigler and Lang, 1991). The number of bills suggests that
some threshold had been reached in terms of attitudes toward
nonparental care of young children and that the grounds for
government intervention in this area had been substantially en-
larged. Major new legislation was introduced and eventually
passed that resulted in the provision of substantially increased
funding for ECCE. Several entirely new programs were created
to subsidize child care, tax credits were expanded for lower-
income families with children, and a commitment was made
to greatly expand Head Start. Even the SSBG saw its declining
funding rebound.

The passage of PL 101-508 in 1990 created a new sub-
sidy for child care in the form of the Child Care and Develop-
ment Block Grant (CCDBG). Three-quarters of the CCDBG
funding is earmarked to provide child care vouchers for fam-
ilies with incomes below 75 percent of the state median income
level who have children under age thirteen. One quarter of the
grant is to be spent on specific programs. Some of the funds
may be used to increasc staff wages and program quality (for
example, raising a state’s payment rates per child rather than
increasing the number of children served).
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PL 101-508 provided two other measures that increase
funding for ECCE of children in lower-income families under
Title IV-A of the Social Security Act. The law authorized fund-
ing to provide child care when parents are at risk of becoming
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) recipients,
and to help improve the quality of programs funded by AFDC.
Under the JOBS program of the Family Support Act of 1988,
welfare recipients required to enroll in work or training pro-
grams must be provided with child care services including as
much as a year of child care services after leaving AFDC to facili-
tate the transition to work, but the cost of this is borne by the
states (Robbins, 1990).

Other provisions of PL 101-508 increased and expanded
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) for low-income work-
ing parents with children. The credit increases the disposable
income of families with children under age nineteen (twenty-
four if the child attends school) and is not directly linked to the
purchase of child care. PL 101-508 also provides another new
tax credit for family expenditures on health insurance for chil-
dren. Whether the EITC (and the smaller health insurance
credit) can be considered an important policy tool in support-
ing ECCE is unclear; exactly how much the quantity and qual-
ity of early childhood services purchased will increase as a result
of the tax credits is unknown.

The other major spending initiative in this period was the
expansion of Head Start. Congress authorized “full funding” for
Head Start by 1994. Substantial increases in Head Start fund-
ing were subsequently appropriated but full funding was not.
In 1991, a Senate bill was introduced to make Head Start an
entitlement for three- and four-year-olds by 1997, but it seems
unlikely that Congress will approve a new entitlement when ex-
isting ones are difficult to finance.

At the same time funding was expanded for programs for
lower-income families, general support in the form of the CCTC
was reduced. Beginning with 1989, Congress added a require-
ment that claimants identify the provider’s Social Security num-
ber ¢ tax code and reduced the cligible age range for children
from fifteen to thirteen. The result was a drop in total credits
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claimed. Most of the drop in the credit’s cost can be attributed
to fewer false claims and a decline in claims by families whose
care providers do not want their Social Security number re-
ported. Although this may be viewed as a tax compliance mea-
sure, it substantially reduced federal financing of ECCE.

None of the major changes in policy involve the Depart-
ment of Education (ED), but gradual increases in funding have
given ED a significant, if minor, role in ECCE policy. The largest
ED effort for young children was launched by 1986 legislation
that increased financial incentives for states to provide carly
childhood programs for children with disabilities. Other ED pro-
grams include small programs to serve bilingual and migrant
preschoolers and Even Start for preschoolers and parents in
poverty. In addition, ED al’ ‘vs schools to use federal compen-
satory education funds (Chapter 1) for three- and four-year-olds.

Overall, two major changes have taken place in federal
policy. First, the size of federal involvement in ECCE has in-
creased substantially, as shown in Table 6.1. Federal support
for the care and education of three- and four-year-olds reached
$5.4 billion for 1992. Even measured in constant 1992 dollars,
support increased more in the four years after 1988 than in the
prior ten. Proposals for future program funding suggest that
more rapid growth will continue in the near term. Second, policy
has focused more clearly on two of the public interest policy goals
identified earlier: carly intervention and increased returns to
employment for lower-income families. Nearly half of all fed-
eral support for ECCE now goes to Head Start; more than 80
percent targets young children facing problems of poverty or
disability.

State and Local Po:.icy

If financial support is used as the measure, state and local
governments appear to be of secondary, but still substantial,
importance in ECCE policy. State and local funding for the
ECCE of children ages three and four is estimated at about $2
billion in 1990. Inclusion of federal funds over which states ex-
ercised control adds another $200 million. L.ocal additions to

217
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state funding include funds for regular and special preschool
education. The 20 percent matching requirement that grantees
must meet to obtain federal Head Start programs amounted to
another $440 million (much of it in-kind rather than cash) for
1990, not included above. These totals are rough approxima-
tions that depend on uncertain estimates for some of the com-
ponents of state and local spending, such as the proportion of
child care funds spen. on three- and four-year-olds. However,
the 1990 estimates benefit from data collected from the states
by the Children’s Defense Fund (Sandfort, 1992) on spending
for child care and preschool education by program. These data
are otherwise unavailable, as few programs have federal report-
ing requirements.

State and local ECCE funding can be grouped into three
major categories: payments for federally sponsored programs,
payments for state and locally sponsored programs, and tax
breaks. These categories represent different approaches to sup-
port for ECCE and the degree of primacy of state policy varies
across them. In particular, federal policy may play a leading
role in the first category by offering strong incentives for state
spending on ECCE. Funding in each category is discussed in
detail below as a basis for constructing estimates of total fund-
ing and for assessing the allocation of resources to different kinds
of programs meeting different kinds of needs. Due to the lack
of information, most of the discussion focuses on estimates of
funding for 1990 and other recent years, but change over time
is discussed where information is available.

State and Local Funding of Programs

Three types of circumstances lead state and local governments
to pay for federal programs. The first occurs when federal law
mandates a service but requires that state or local governments
pay much or all of the cost, for example, the Family Support
Act of 1988 (FSA). This law requires states to provide child care
for AFDC mothers whose oldest child is age three or older who
participate in job training. It has been estimated that the FSA
accounts for 10 percent of all nonparental child care, but esti-
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mates of the potential impact of this relatively new program
should be employed with considerable caution. The second sit-
uation arises when a certain percentage match is required to
receive federal funds for a program, for example, preschool spe-
cial education and Head Start. In the case of preschool special
education, the federal government pays a fixed amount per
child—about $1,150 per child in 1990. State and local govern-
ments are left with the rest of the estimated $6,800 cost per child
if they want to participate (Moore, Strang, Schwartz, and Brad-
dock, 1988). Head Start requires a 20 percent match for fed-
eral funds that can be met by state and local government funds
or by community contributions. The third occurs when state
or local officials conclude that expansion of an existing federal
program is more efficient than creating a separate program to
provide the same service. State and local guvernments supple-
ment federally sponsored preschool education programs (Chap-
ter 1 and bilingual education) and Head Start to increase the
numbers served and the duration, intensity, or quality of ser-
vice. The total amount of funding that is added in this way is
difficult to ascertain since these state expenditures are not mon-
itored by the federal government.

All three of these reasons are important in early child-
hood care and education policy. The first two are so important
that it can be argued that most state spending on ECCE is in
response to federal policy. Together the three types of sup-
plementation of federal programs are estimated to provide nearly
$1.5 billion in resources for preschool services, with an estimated
half of this going to special education.

State and Locally Sponsored Programs

Another growing source of funds for ECCE has been new state
and local programs, especially half-day preschools in the pub-
lic schools. Almost all of these programs target children from
low-income families. Prior to 1980 only seven states and the
District of Columbia funded preschool education, but by 1988,
sixteen more states and some large cities (most notably, New
York) had such programs. However, the number and prominence
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of these initiatives can be a misleading indicator of policy change.
Several of these are quite small and many are limited to four-
year-olds. Total state funding was $200 million per year in 1988
(Marx and Seligson, 1988) and about $350 million in 1990
(Sandfort, 1992). Local spending is unknown, but a survey of
twenty-eight large city school districts (Schweinhart and Mazur,
1987) found that on average local districts paid about 30 per-
cent of the cost of the preschool education programs they oper-
ated while state and federal governments paid about 35 percent
each. Thus, local funding might have provided as much as $300
million more for preschool in 1990.

States operate a variety of child care programs, with and
without federal funding, that serve children ages three and four,
though usually not exclusively. Until recently the largest source
of federal funding for these programs was Title XX child care
money. Although Title XX child care traditionally has been
regarded as a federal program that states supplement, it can
be treated as a state-sponsored program after its incorporation
into the SSBG. When these funds were combined with other
program funds into the SSBG, states were no longer required
to spend any of the funds for child care, though this is one of
the permitted purposes. Thus, the SSBG’s impact on ECCE is
jointly determined by federal and state policy, and the size of
that impact is difhicult to assess.

Federal policy determines the overall amount of the SSBG,
but state policy determines how much impact that amount has
on ECCE spending. The SSBG increases the money available
to states for spending of all kinds, and how much SSBG money
the state spends on ECCE is not strictly related to the impact
on ECCE. For example, a state that spends $30 million on ser-
vices for the elderly and $20 million on child care without an
SSBG might spend all of a $10 million SSBG on the elderly and
shift $5 million of its own funds from services for the elderly
to child care. Alternately, it might spend all of the $10 million
SSBG on child care and shift $5 million of its own funds from
child care to services for the elderly. In both cases child care
spending increases by $5 million in response to the SSBG, but
in one case no SSBG funds are spent on child care and in the
other child care reccives $10 million SSBG funds.? Obviously,
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the division of state ECCE spending into fedcral and state shares
based on fund origins is risky and should be considered a first
approximation.

The CDF figures for 1990 state spending on child care
(all ages) and preschool (excluding preschool special education)
totaled approximately $2 billion, of which about $1.4 billion
was state money and $560 million (all for child care) was federal
money (Sandfort, 1992). Total state funds for child care alone
were about $1.05 billion. Again, it is assumed that one-third
of child care funds are spent on children ages three and four
as there are no data on expenditure by age across all the states.
With the difficulties presented by the SSBG in mind, state fund-
ing for three- and four-year-olds in child care programs in 1990
is estimated at $350 million with an upper bound of $550 (one-
third of the total of state and SSBG funds spent on child care).

California provides an interesting example of diversity
in state-sponsored ECCE programs because it has had a unique
history of sponsoring a broad array of programs for many years
(Grubb, 1987; Grubb and Lazerson, 1977).3 This array includes
the Children’s Centers, all-day programs operated by the pub-
lic schools for children ages two to five; community-based child
care centers originally funded by Title XX but now receiving
only state funds; half-day preschool programs in the public
schools; a voucher program that allows parents to select pro-
viders; and a number of smaller, highly specialized programs
(Grubb, 1987, Sandfort, 1992). California also funds a statewide
resource and referral network, as well as programs for facilities
development, professional development, and recruitment of new
service providers. Families with incomes under 85 pcrcent of
the state median are eligible for subsidized services and can con-
tinue to reccive subsidies until they reach 100 percent of the
median. This does not mean that all families eligible for subsi-
dies are fully s=rved, of course.

Tax Expenditures

State tax expenditures for child care subsidize early childhood
services in the District of Columbia and twenty-cight states
through tax deductions or credits (Robbins, 1990). Most of these
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state tax subsidies are tied to the federal CCTC and so have
had a similar pattern of growth. Robbins (1990) estimated the
cost of state tax expenditures to be 5 to 10 percent of the federal
CCTC. That would have been $120 to $240 million in 1989,
of which $40 to $80 miilion can be attributed to children ages
three and four. Another state tax expenditure that is less recog-
nized is the cost of the exemption of nonprofit organizations from

state and local taxes. However, no estimate of the value of this
to ECCE is available.

Licensing and Regulation

One of the more important state and local policy dimensions
not captured by funding measures is the impact of state regula-
tory and administrative activities. Licensing and regulation of
child carc and education are primarily state responsibilities, and
states can exercise substantial discretion in the administration
of many federal programs as well. The federal government acted
to limit such state discretion in some PL 101-508 programs by
restricting the perceatage of funds to be spent on various types
of activities and age groups, emphasizing the use of voucher-
type mechanisms, and requiring states to avoid regulations that
would tend to limit parental choice. Skirmishes can be expected
over state licensing standards and their effects on choice in these
programs. Information on the impacts of state licensing stan-
dards is limited, but theory and the available evidence suggest
that state standards may limit the supply of licensed services
and producc higher prices (Gormley, 1991; Nelson, 1988; Rose-
Ackerman, 1983). Whether standards have the desired impact
of increasing quality is more difficult to assess, because of un-
certain links between standards and quality and because some
families shift from licensed to unlicensed ECCE.

More serious problems may result from the structure of
statc oversight than from state standards per se. Typically,
separate sets of agencics and regulations cover services classified
as cducation and those classified as child care. Most “education”
programs are under public education agencies, and most “child
care” programs arc under human services agencies, but there
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are cxceptions. State Head Start or Head Start-like efforts tend
to be under human service agencies. Many other agencies are
involved in providing and regulating ECCE as a relatively minor
part of their responsibilities, including those in charge of com-
munity development, recreation, job training, treatment of dis-
abilities, public safety, health, and mental health. Further frag-
mentation occurs within agencies. For example, within education
agencies, programs for preschool children with and without dis-
abilities tend to be in separate divisions. The classification of
a program as education or child care usually is based on length
of day, but public school programs tend to be exempt from child
care regulations regardless of length of day, and private schools
may be exempt, as well. Marx and Seligson (1988) provide a
state-by-state description of the administrative and regulatory
situation.

Extent and Costs of Incoherence

Description of federal, state, and local policy on funding pro-
vides one basis for evaluating coherence in terms of external
and internal consistency and indicating the nature of the costs
imposed. With respect to external consistency, the magnitude
of funding committed to ECCE is far too limited to effectively
address the national interests. This continues to be true despite
a substantial increase in the rate of growth for ECCE funding
in recent years. Increased funding has concentrated on expanding
early intervention and, to a lesser extent, increcasing the employ-
ment and earnings of mothers in low-income familics. Finan-
cial support for the goals rclating to maternal employment and
the quality of ECCE for the general population has actually
declined. It can be argued that this rcallocation of resources is
desirable, as the goals receiving the most financial support con-
centrate on poor families and have the strongest evidence of im-
portant public benefits. However, at present none of the four
policy goals arc fully funded, and the full funding of all of them
does not appear likely in the foresecable future. The costs of
this inconsistency between funding and the public interest are
continued incquity and a substantial loss of cconomic benefits,

o AN
L




196 Designing Coherent Education Policy

though data allow a dollar cost to be estimated only for the policy
gap in carly intervention.

The funding committed to ECCE thus remains insufficient
to adequately address even the early intervention goal. While
preschoolers with disabilities are guaranteed access to relatively
well-funded services, funding of early intervention for the much
larger population of disadvantaged preschoolers is still only at
about half the level required to provide the current services to
all cligible children. Based on benefit estimates in the Perry
Preschool study (Berrueta-Clement and others, 1984), the cost
to society of not providing quality early intervention services to
half the eligible population is over $35 billion annually. If fund-
ing continues toc grow at the rate of the last several years, com-
plete coverage of the target population might be reached by the
end of the decade. Even then there remains a serious question
about whether the level of funding per child will be adequate
to provide the quality of services needed to produce the desired
benefits (Bai:ett, 1990).

It is difficult to identify clear problems of consistency be-
tween the national interest (policy goals) and the types of pro-
grams and activities promoted by policy. For the mid 1980s,
the share of resources devoted to tax credits was unduly large.
Of course, this requires a judgment that greater benefits are likely
from programs targeting lower-income families. By 1990, the
distribution of spending across programs had shifted strongly
in favor of lower-income families. Whether this should be seen
as a realignment of spending with national interests or a reas-
sessment of national interests may be debated. A more recent
example of a gap between interest and action is represented by
the EITC. As noted earlicr, views on the likely impact of the
EITC reasonably differ; some may not consider the EITC an
ECGCE program at all. Others may sce income support for lower-
income families with employed parents as a key element in early
intervention and increased equity for women in the labor force.
Overall, this aspect of external consistency appears to be much
less important than issues about tctal funding for ECCE policies.

The internal consistency problems of ECCE policy are
to a considerable extent problems of suboptimization resulting
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from the programmatic structure of policy. Changes in ECCE
and national goals for ECCE policy vastly enlarged the target
populations and scope of public policy, but policy continues to
be made in the context of existing agencies and through nar-
rowly defined programs. This approach to policy fails to recog-
nize that to a considerable extent the same children are targeted
by Head Start, state and local compensatory preschool educa-
tion, preschool special education, and child care programs. The
dimensions of the internal consistency problem are to some ex-
tent apparent from the description of the agencies and programs
involved in ECCE, but further discussion should help clarify
the nature and extent of its costs.

At present there is little or no coordination of services
across programs to best meet the needs of children and fam-
ilies. Participation in one can mean that a child is de facto ex-
cluded from another. On the other hand, some children may
receive multiple services while similarly eligible children receive
no services. Families are bounced from one program to another
by changes in eligibility. Differences in eligibility criteria and
other program characteristics produce segregation of services
by income, ability, class, and race and ethnicity (Rose-Ackerman,
1983; Wrigley, 1991). Integration is desirable for a variety of
reasons, only some of which are pedagogical (Turnbull, 1982;
Wrigley, 1991). Inconsistencies across programs produce dupli-
cation of effort, competition for resources, conflicting partici-
pation and eligibility requirements that burden and confuse ser-
vice providers and clients, competition for some potential clients
and neglect of others, and discontinuities and inconsistencies
in services that create uncertainty and disrupt the lives of chil-
dren and their parents. Fairness suffers as well as efficacy and
efficiency.

A few concrete examples may be helpful. The short hours
of most Head Start and state preschool programs may close out
many children from low-income families because their parents
have to arrange for all-day care. The provision of frec child care
through AFDC and the JOBS program may draw children out
of Head Start and preschools. A child with a disability may be
eligible for free transportation and other support services if she
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attends the segregated half-day preschool special education pro-
gram but not if she attends a mainstream full-day preschool pro-
gram operated by the same school district. Head Start and public
school preschools compete for the same children in one area of
a state, while neither operates in another area. Children whose
parents piece together arrangements from various public and
private sources may find that the expectations of the adults in
their lives change dramatically by time of day and day of the
week.

Though some of the costs of incoherence described above
result from the sheer number of agencies promulgating rules
and regulations, determining eligibility, monitoring compliance,
and providing money and services in ECCE, thc greatest costs
stem from the strong differences among agencies. The most
salient of these is the divide between child care and education
programs and their agencies. Child care agencies view their cen-
tral mission as enabling parents to work; education agencies view
their central mission as enhancing development or schooling the
child. Both types of agencies stubbornly ignore the joint nature
of the production of child care and education in setting eligibil-
ity criteria and determining the characteristics of services. Both
operate programs with the potential to contribute to learning
and development and facilitate parental employment by provid-
ing a safe, healthy, and happy environment for the child. Never-
theless, cach type of agency neglects the aspect of this activity
not considered central to its mission and vigorously resists pres-
sures to cxpand its mission. At the same time, each views the
services provided by the other type of agency as sadly deficient.

Other divides also present significant problems for the con-
sistency of services. These include the divisions between pre-
school and clementary school agencies, administrations, and
professionals; regular and special preschool education; Head
Start and state agencies, particularly the public schools and state
departments of instruction; classroom-type services and family
home day care; for-profit and not-for-profit providers; and re-
ligious and nonreligious service sponsors. To a large extent these
divides are internal to ECCE. but the split between ECCE and
clementary education represents differences between all of those
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involved with children under five and the public school programs
that take over at kindergarten. The conflict between ECCE and
elementary school forces is long standing and well known; it
has been described in detail by Grubb (1987). As will be seen,
a common characteristic of proposals seeking to increase the co-
herence of ECCE policy is an effort to eliminate the effects of
these divisions on policy.

Solutions to the Coherence Problem

The search for ways to promote more coherence in early child-
hood policy is motivated by a desire to avoid the costs of inco-
herence. A variety of alternative approaches have been proposed.
All of the proposals recognize the need for large increases in
the total public resources devoted to ECCE if public interests
are to be adequately met, though the mechanisms proposed do
not explicitly require large increases in total funding. All ad-
dress the internal consistency problems created by the program-
matic and other divisions in ECCE and between ECCE and
other services and professions. Professionalization strikes at the
root of the inte... J consistency problem by seeking to eliminate
differences in interests and beliefs among professionals design-
ing, administering, and implementing policy. The other ap-
proaches seek to limit the effects of these differences on ECCE
service eligibility and characteristics.

Professionalization

An important concomitant of the large increase in nonparental
care and education has been the deviiopment and organization
of a professional class with an interest in increased funding for
carly childhood programs and other measures to improve their
working conditions and salaries. Membership in the National
Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) rose
from less thar. 1,500 in 1964 to more than 80,000 in 1992, and
NAEYC became a strong public voice for ECCE professionals
(National Association for the Education of Young Children,
1992). Although NAEYC's membership remains small relative
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to the total number of providers, its efforts to professionalize
the field tend to increase the coherence of policy, in part by shap-
ing the views of the general public and the professionals who
develop, administer, and implement policy. In addition, it works
through the political process to press the profession’s interests
with respect to legislation and rulemaking relating to ECCE.
During the 1980s NAEYC established a set of standards
for “developmentally appropriate practice” (Bredekamp, 1987a)
and developed a voluntary national accreditation system based
on those standards (Bredekamp, 1987b) as well as on a national
network of validators based in the ECCE teaching profession
who visit centers to conduct observations of practice. Potentially,
this system could evolve into a national curriculum and inspec-
torate for ECCE. However, even in their present form, NAEYC’s
standards for practice and accreditation system could result in
substantial national standardization and promotion of ECCE,
with public policy playing an important role. Government agen-
cies could adopt NAEYC standards (saving the effort and risks
of developing and defending their own) and require accredita-
tion. For example, the Department of Defense requires all of
its ECCE programs to obtain accreditation. States could require
accreditation for licensing or incorporate NAEYC standards into
licensing standards or public school curriculum guidelines.
In 1990, NAEYC launched a “full cost of quality” cam-
paign that supports its efforts to promote its standards. This cam-
paign seeks to strengthen public support for the substantially
increased funding, staff qualifications, and compensation that
would facilitate widespread attainment of NAEYC standards
and accreditation. The success of the campaign would greatly
improve the fit between the magnitude of public financial sup-
port and the requirements of all four policy goals representing
public interest in ECCE. At the same time it would substan-
tially increase the consistency of services received by children
across different types of programs. It is notable that NAEYC
has been at the forefront of the movement to recognize the in-
separability of child care and education for young children.
NAEYC efforts to influence professional development also
have important implications for coherence. NAEYC is seeking
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to develop “an articulated professional development system” (Brede-
kamp and Willer, 1992). First steps include a 1991 joint state-
ment on teacher certification with the Association of Teacher
Educators (ATE) and the establishment of the National Institute
for Early Childhood Professional Development under NAEYC
auspices. The institute proposes to construct a “career lattice”
that sets out staff hierarchies with qualifications and responsi-
bilities for each position in all types of programs. The institute
will attempt to specify a common core of knowledge that defines
the profession and the levels of preparation and specialization
required of each position. Goals of the system include improv-
ing and standardizing service quality, staff qualifications and
responsibilities, and compensation (Bredekamp and Willer, 1992).

If NAEYC succeeds in its aims, early childhood care and
education will vary considerably less from program to program
and from the public sector to the private than it does today,
there will be more comparability across ECCE classrooms than
there is across elementary classrooms, and public subsidization
will be considerably higher than today. However, it is by no
means obvious that NAEYC can succeed. Much of the profes-
sion is unorganized, and there is competition from other orga-
nizations. In 1992, the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
and the American Public Health Association (APHA) put for-
ward their own standards for ECCE (American Public Health
Association and American Academy of Pediatrics, 1992), and
the National Child Care Association launched an accreditation
system for private providers. A proliferation of standards could
reinforce policy incoherence. Thus, governmental support for
one organization’s standards may be required if standards are
to increase coherence.*

Intergovernmental Collaboration

Of the alternative approaches to increasing the coherence of
policy, the most common is the creation of coordinating or col-
laborative bodies (Kagan, 1991). These may be formed at any
level of government, but current attention is focused at the state
and local levels. At the state level, coordinating councils or
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committees typically consist of representatives from all of the
state agencies supporting early childhood services. Head Start
and private organizations may be invited to participate. These
committees try to increase coherence by reaching agreements
that minimize overlaps and gaps in services, standardize rules
and regulations, and facilitate collaborative service provision.
Their greatest success is in clarifying agency responsibilities to
eliminate relatively small overlaps or gaps in service. At the lo-
cal level, resource and referral agencies are the most common
coordinating agencies, though proposals have been made to cre-
ate local coordinating councils or ECCE service districts (Sugar-
man and Sullivan, 1992). Resource and referral agencies help
consumers navigate through fragmented systems to bring co-
herence to the actual pattern of services received by families
rather than attempt to negotiate agreements among providers.

Sugarman and Sullivan (1992) have proposed the creation
of community-based (local) voluntary ckild care coordinating
councils. These voluntary councils would be initiated by pri-
vate or public sector leaders concerned with improving services
for young children and their families. Although the ultimate goal
is the development of a coherent system for planning, support-
ing, and delivering services, Sugarman and Sullivan (1992)
recommend that the councils begin with a small set of collabora-
tive projects. Work on these projects would shape agency roles
and responsibilities gradually and produce high payoffs for the
participating agencies that would encourage them to continue
and expand collaboration. Suggestions for initial projects in-
clude collaborative efforts in rate and standard setting; staff
preparation and development; provision of transportation; fa-
cility expansion and improvement; or the negotiation of uni-
form agreements with agencies providing health, mental heali,
nutrition, and social services.

The coordinating body approach has several advantages.
It does not threaten the existence of any organization or alter
the distribution of resources. It provides a means for organi-
zations supporting ECCE to combine their political power in
support of common interests. At the local level, it may substantially
lower the costs to small providers of negotiating relationships
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and formal agreements with agencies funding and regulating
ECCE as well as those providing other services to children and
families. The diversity of the present system of services is pre-
served. Federal ECCE policies have encouraged this approach
by requiring and encouraging agencies to coordinate and col-
laborate. For example, the Family Support Act requires that
the AFDC program include representatives of most organiza-
tions providing childcare in its child care planning. The fed-
eral government has funded research and demonstration pro-
grams on fostering cooperation at state and local levels between
Head Start and other agencies serving young children, partic-
ularly the public schools.

Among the major limitations of state coordinating bod-
ies are that they add another layer of bureaucratic activity and
they have little formal power. Additional resources are required
for the organizations that coordinate planning and policymaking
whether they direct trathic from the top or bottom. In addition,
success depends on political leadership, good will, and flexibil-
ity. To this point, state and federal governments have declined
to designate a lead agency for coordination. A governor may
require agency cooperation, but some state agencies are indepen-
dent, and others can be expected to resist. Head Start presents
a special problem: it is not operated through state government,
has no state administrative structure, and may be politically
aligned against state officials. Also, the narrow problem defini-
tions of most federal programs and restrictions imposed by Con-
gress and federal agencies impede collaboration. State and local
agencies are understandably wary of the charge of inappropriate
use of federal funds. If collaborative approaches such as volun-
tary coordinating councils are to work, local agencies and pro-
viders must be granted substantially more flexibility by federal
and state agencies.

Public Schools

Another approach to the development of coherent policy is to
build a system based on the public schools. This approach has
heen developed in detail by Edward Zigler as the “School of the
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Twenty-First Century” (Zigler, 1989; Zigler and Lang, 1991).
Zigler’s proposal provides universal access to comprehensive care
and education services for children of all ages under the auspices
of the public schools. All-day year-round programs would be
offered to children from age three to kindergarten entry. Older
children would be provided with before- and after-school care
and all-day care during school vacations. Children under the
age of three would be served by a network of family home day
care providers trained, supported, and administered by the
school’s child care center. A resource and referral network and
a home-based family support and education program would be
linked with the school’s child care center, as well. The ECCE
staff would be separate from regular school staff and would have
different training; the ECCE curriculum would not consist of
formal schooling but would emphasize play and socialization.

In Zigler’s formulation, ECCE could at first be funded
by parent fees on a sliding scale (varying with income) or by
combining funds from available public and private sources. Par-
ticipation would be voluntary, and parents could choose other
ECCE providers if they preferred (at their own cost, of course).
However, if the School of the Twenty-First Century is to be
an important source of coherence, it will have to dominate ECCE
much as public schools dominate the education of older chil-
dren. This would require that early childhood services in the
public schools be heavily subsidized, that all ECCE be regu-
lated by the state department of instruction, and that other
ECCE be minimally subsidized. With these provisions, this pub-
lic school model could increase the consistency of regulation,
eligibility criteria, and characteristics of services while provid-
ing a single point of contact for parents in each school district.

Zigler and Lang suggest a numbe~ of advantages for the
twenty-first century school: convenient location, higher stan-
dards of service and staff qualifications, universal early screen-
ing and diagnosis services, ongoing staff training, and linkage
of family hoine day care providers to a professional organiza-
tion. Although many of these advantages would require an in-
crease in funds over the present system, they argue that the elimi-
nation of administrative duplication and use of slack school




Early Childhood Care 205

resources might produce offsetting cost savings. It may be added
that most preschoolers already attend classroom programs and
the majority of four-year-olds attend one in a school building.
If one agency is to take charge, it makes some sense for it to
be the agency that presently houses most programs. Also, oper-
atior: by the schools increases the potential for greater continuity
between prekindergarten and the early elementary grades.
The disadvantages of the public schools as a locus for early
childhood education are largely the problems identified by the
critics of public schools as providers of elementary and second-
ary education: mediocre quality and results, high cest, a lack
of parent involvement and choice, and persistent inequalities
in services and outcomes. There is little reason to believe that
the public schools would work better with younger children.
Moreover, placing early childhood programs in the public schools
is likely to make them much more expensive. Raising ECCE
salaries to public school levels would nearly double cost, while
the lack of ties between performance and salary in public schools
suggests that corresponding increases in quality are unlikely.
A substantial literature indicates that public schools are inefficient
(Hanushek, 1989). Hopes for large cost savings from the use
of slack resources are at odds with the growing school-age popu-
lation, and the difficulty of curtailing existing bureaucracies while
limiting the growth of the new one should not be underestimated.
Preservation of the diversity of approaches to ECCE in
the present system poses a difficult problem for the public school
approach. Although there is a great deal of variation in public
schools, it does not, for the most part, reflect a response to the
diversity of parental wishes. Most problematic is the continua-
tion of a strong role for religious sponsors of ECCE. Histori-
cally, the public schools and public child care agencices have had
quite different relationships with religious organizations. In
general, the law regarding separation of church and state has
not been interpreted as prohibiting religious organizations from
receiving public child care funds for ECCE. Unless church pro-
vision of ECCE can be accommodated, many of the religious
organizations now providing child carc can be expected to
strenuously oppose any attempt to place ECCE under the control




206 Designing Coherent Education Policy

of the public schools. Others can be expected to oppose any such
accommodation between religious organizations and public
schools.

Although the public schools might bring uniformity at
some levels, it is important to recognize that the quality of public
school services is not uniform and that their services remain sub-
stantially segregated and unequal by income, race, and disa-
bility. This is only partly a matter of the dependence of school
finance on local property taxes, as differences in spending do
not explain much of the variation in quality (Chubb and Moe,
1990), which varies substantially across regions, states, districts,
and schools within districts. Even schools that appear to be quite
integrated from the outside may be segregated on the inside by
tracking and special education. The ideal public school system
might reduce the scgregation and disparities in the current mix
of ECCE services, but the actual public school system might
exacerbate them. It is becarse of the negative experiences of
African-American children and their parents with the public
schools that the National Black Child Development Institute
(1985) has strongly questioned the wisdom of moving early child-
hood programs into the public schools and has committed its
support to a diverse delivery system not limited to the public
schools (Moore, 1987).

Onc of the strongest fears of carly childhood professionals
is that the public schools would make ECCE more like clemen-
tary education (which is widely considered developmentally in-
appropriate for the carly grades as well as preschool) rather than
vice versa (Grubb, 1987). Zigler and Lang (1991) proposc strong
boundarics between the preschool and clementary programs with
respect to staffing and curriculum, but, if successful, this would
inhibit the development of more desirable continuity, as well.
However, the likelihood that the public schools will not produce
curricular continuity of any kind should not be cxaggerated.
A recent study in Massachusetts found large differences between
kindergarten and first-grade classrooms with respect to develop-
mentally appropriate practice, with kindergartens much more
simnilar to preschool classrooms than to first grades (Frede, Baron,
and Lee, 1992). In addition, teacher practices in the public
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schools may be more strongly influenced by teacher prepara-
tion and culture than by administrative guidance and policy (Co-
hen, 1990). In this case, the administration and location of
ECCE may be less important for practices than who teaches
and how they are trained.

Federal Alternatives and Parent Choice

As the federal government provides most of the public funding
for ECCE and is responsible for much of the coherence prob-
lem, it seems reasonable to consider the possibility of a federal
solution. One alternative would be the creation of federal stan-
dards for all ECCE programs. The closest approximation to this
has been the Federal Interagency Day Care Requirements
(FIDCR) created in 1968 and revised in 1972 and 1980 (Phil-
lips and Zigler, 1987). The most noteworthy facts about the
FIDCR are that they were never fully enforced and were elimi-
nated in 1981. Subsequent efforts to include comprehensive stan-
dards in child care legislation have failed, and Zigler, who
worked toward that goal for decades, recently concluded that
“it is unlikely that national standards will ever be enacted and
enforced” (Zigler and Lang, 1991, p. 73).

Another federal alternative would be to create a compre-
hensive system based on Head Start. Zigler's twenty-first cen-
tury school model provides a ready plan. Like the schools, Head
Start is an established, trusted, and respected community-based
institution. Moreover, Head Start has had greater success with
low-income and minority families, more parent involvement,
a broader approach to education and development, and lower
costs than the public schools. On the other hand, Head Start
does not serve every community, and questions can be raiscd
about the quality of Head Start compared to public school pro-
grams. The primary reason Head Start’s costs are low is that
staff are paid much less than public school personnel, in part
because they have lower formal qualifications. Whether or not
lower pay and formal qualifications result in lower quality is
difficult to determine. Should this be a key disadvantage, Head
Start salaries and qualifications could be upgraded, but this
would reduce Head Start’s cost advantage.
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A third federal alternative would be to allow parents to
choose providers and to distribute all federal funding for ECCE
through direct payments to providers. State funding could be
pulled into such a system by requirements for matching funds.
Funds could be allocated based on a formula that recognizes
all major policy goals and determines the amount of public sub-
sidy for each child received based on (1) family income, (2)
maternal employment, and (3) disability. An example of how
this might work in practice is presented in Table 6.2. For families

Table 6.2. Example of Public ECCE Payments
per Child under a Parent Choice Approach.

Income Group Payment

Baseline Mother Works Disability
Poverty (25 percent) $6,000 $2,000 $1,000+
Next 25 percent $3,000 (average) $1,000 (average) $1,000+
Top 50 percent $0 $0 $1,000+

below the poverty line, there is 2 baseline payment for each
preschool child of $6,000. Between the poverty line and the me-
dian income, the baseline credit falls to zero. For families in
poverty where the mother works full time, there is a further pay-
ment of $2,000 per preschool child. Between poverty and the
median incoine this falls to zero, as well. This “working mother”
payment would be prorated for hours worked, where the mother
works part time. For every child diagnosed as disabled, an ad-
ditional payment based on the child’s needs would assure that
children with disabilities would experience no decline in spe-
cial services but would be able to receive them in settings chosen
by the parent.

The payment figures in Table 6.2 are based on data on
the costs of quality ECCE scrvices and judgments about the im-
pacts of payments on net maternal earnings and family budgets
(Escobar and Barnett, forthcoming; Barnett, 1988; 1J.S. General
Accounting Office, 1990; Clifford and Russell, 1989; Willer,
1990; Willer and others, 1991). Payments would be $6,000 to
$8,000 per child in poverty and $3,000 to $4,000 for a child
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in a family midway between poverty and the median income.
Head Start and state preschool programs spend only about
$3,000 per child, an indication of how poorly funded they are
compared to what is required to have a significant impact on
the development of children in poverty. Nonpoor children re-
quire less extensive and intensive services, and $4,000 would
cover roughly 85 percent of the cash cost cf a year in the aver-
age all-day, NAEYC accredited center.

The administrative distribution of funds in a parent choice
system can be accomplished through (1) state government pay-
ments to providers on a fee-for-service basis, (2) vouchers, or
(3) government-managed credit accounts. With credit accounts,
parents would be given charge cards that they present to providers
to pay for monthly services (in full or part). To protect the public
and children, only “approved” providers would be eligible for
public payments. State approval might require NAEYC accredi-
tation and compliance with health and safety regulations. IRS
tapes could be used to verify the income and employment in-
formation provided by parents. Eligibility might be determined
annually or at the request of parents who believed their eligi-
bility had changed substantially.

The estimated total cost of the parent choice system pro-
posed in Table 6.2 is $20 billion annually, but the actual cost
would vary from year to year depending on the number of chil-
dren ages three and four and their poverty rates.®> This assumes
full participation. Some parents might choose not to send their
child to out-of-home ECCE despite eligibility for subsidies. If
90 percent of eligible families participated, the cost would fall
to $18 billion. Administrative costs using credit accounts would
be negligible, less than 2 percent of the payment amounts (Good-
man and Musgrave, 1992). Thus, the proposed parent choice
system would require about $10 billion in funding beyond ex-
isting federal, state, and local resources, which would morc than
double public spending on ECCE.

Ten billion dollars is a minimum estimate of the new pub-
lic funds required to secure the public interest in ECCE. Other
policy approaches would have higher administrative costs, and
this example provides no funds to families with incomes above
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the median (either to assure quality ECCE or increase equity
for women). For comparison purposes, the cost of providing all
three- and four-year-olds with high-quality services through the
public schools could exceed $45 billion annually, even assum-
ing no increase in the administrative bureaucracy.®

Chief among the advantages of a parent choice system
is that it abolishes existing programs and their distinctions while
preserving the diversity of the existing services and stimulating
competition. The array of services children receive would be
determined by parents and a funding formula tied to policy
goals. Programmatic boundaries would no longer segregate chil-
dren or determine the characteristics of services. Public schools,
Head Start grantees, private nonprofits, and for-profit providers
would compete to satisfy parents that they provide the best ser-
vice for the money relative to the individual needs of each child
and family. Concern that some parents might slight their chil-
dren’s needs, suffer from a lack of information, or be deceived
by unscrupulous providers is met by restricting choice to ap-
proved programs. As another supportive measure, payments
might be made available for resource and referral services that
would advise parents regarding the best available services for
their child. Alternatively, local government units could be set
up to advise parents and administer payments.

An additional advantage of the parent choice approach
is its political transparency. Its payment allocation formula
makes it obvious to every voter how much is committed to
preschoolers as a whole, how much is committed to each policy
goal (antipoverty, proemployment, antidisability), and how
many children benefit from each level of payment. It makes the
rationing of subsidies explicit rather than implicit, which tends
to increase the equity of distribution. For example, current fund-
ing limits for Head Start mean that some poor children receive
comprehensive services entirely free of charge while others
receive nothing at all. With a pooled payment system, the pub-
lic would be unlikely to tolerate large government subsidies to
only 25 percent of those cligible, even though this is what has
happened for years under Head Start.

The most commonly suggested disadvantage of parent
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choice approaches that rely on market interactions to produce
and allocate services is that parents cannot be relied upon to
choose as well as the government. The fear is that some par-
ents are not sufficiently interested in their children’s welfare and
some, perhaps many, are not well enough informed to choose
wisely. This fear is compounded by the difficulty of observing
ECCE services as they are provided in the parent’s absence and
providers may cut corners in ways that are difficult for parents
to discover. It is difficult to know how much of a problem with
quality of service would arise even when providers must be state
approved. Under a parent choice system, every effort should
be made to allow parents to choose relatives, religiously spon-
sored providers, parent cooperatives, local government, and
other nonprofit forms that may increase trustworthiness. How-
ever, the public interest must be preserved: only high-quality
professional services would qualify for payments.

It is not always recognized that information and trust
problems in ECCE are not peculiar to parent choice approaches
or that the market may be stimulated to create remedies. Gov-
ernment and nonprofit failure pose as many potential problems
as market failure (Wolf, 1991; Zimmerman, 1991). Although
government and other nonprofit providers have no profit mo-
tive to do so, the administration and staff may increase their
own salaries, benefits, and leisure by cutting corners and shirking
their responsibilities. Moreover, public sector managers have
no profit motive and limited means to prevent shirking by re-
warding highly productive workers and penalizing unproduc-
tive ones. Finally, it is equally difficult for guardians of the public
interest to monitor and asscss the quality of services offered by
public and private scctors.

Concluding Thoughts

Any proposal that sccks to improve the coherence of ECCE
policy faces serious problems of practical politics. In order to
improve the consistency between the national interest and policy.
a great deal more public moncy must be put into ECCE, which
will require a tax increase. a greater deficit, or reduced public
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expenditures in another area. In order to improve the internal
consistency of ECCE policy, it will be necessary to restructure
government’s involvement. Much of the inconsistency in ECCE
policy results from the development and implementation of new
policics in an anachronistic programmatic structure antiquated
by historic changes in family, work, and child rearing. All of
the proposed policy alternatives considered above threaten ex-
isting interests and require reconceptualization of social prob-
lems, agency missions, and responsibilities. Legislative commit-
tees, executive agencies, their clients, and other beneficiaries
of the existing distribution of power and spending can be ex-
pected to resist these changes.

t is easy to become discouraged about the potential to
obtain substantial increases in public funding for ECCE policy
and to dislodge or reorient the existing bureaucratic structure,
but there are reasons to be hopeful. Families with preschoolers
are a rclatively high percentage of the population at present.
The evidence substantiating important national interest in ECCE
is growing and widely disseminated. Attitudes toward mater-
ral employment and nonmaternal ECCE have changed tremen-
dously and are much more favorable than in the past. These
circumstances increase the political leverage of advocates for in-
creased resources and changes in the structure of early child-
hood policy.

At the federal level, it may be wise to seek added resources
without any proposal regarding how those resources are to be
financed. Proposals that call for increased taxes should be avoided
as they are almost certainly doomed to failure. On the other
hand. it might be an cffective strategy to seek to displace spe-
cial interests with weaker claims (in terms of merit and num-
bers in the clectorate) on the federal budget. For example, the
$10 billion in increased federal funding required to meet minimal
national policy goals for ECCE with a parent choice plan could
be obtained by targeting federal agricultural subsidies to mil-
lionaire farmers and corporations (Gardner, 1992). The politi-
cal viability of this proposal might be increased by framing the
issuc as a choice between subsidies for the ultrarich and meet-
ing the basic nceds of young children. Adequate revenuc could
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be obtained while still retaining subsidies for the few “truly needy”
family farmers. Although the conventional wisdom is that spe-
cial interests such as the farm lobby are too politically strong
to challenge, encouragement for this strategy can be found in
Keynes's dictum that the “power of vested interests is vastly ex-
aggerated compared with the gradual encroachment of ideas”
(Keynes, 1936, p. 383).

Notes

Data are not available on the distribution of government
program costs by age of child for those programs that serve
families with children from birth to adolescence. Faute de
mieux, it was assumed that government program support
by age of child was proportionate to use of nonparental care
and education (excluding public elementary education).
This seems eminently reasonable for programs such as Title
XX and dependent care tax credits (the very small portion
going to older dependents is ignored).

Theoretically, even if federal funds are earmarked, the state
can shift its allocation of state funds to offsct completely
the effect of earmarking. Thus, the change to the SSBG
need not have had any effect on spending patterns. How-
ever, in practice, federal earmarking is observed to have
a substantial effect on state allocations, often called the
“flypaper cffect,” that may result from the ways in which
agencies make decisions generally (Wycoff, 1991).

One reason that California spends so much is that it is an
extremely large state. Although it is one of the higher-spend-
ing states on a per capita basis, however, several others spend
more per capita. By far the highest spending on a per capita
basis are the District of Columbia and Massachusetts.
This strategy is not without costs. A professional organi-
zation is likely to raisc costs above the competitive market
level. The American Mcdical Association provides an cx-
cellent example of what happens when a professional or-
ganization strongly dominates a human service industry
with government support (Starr. 1982).
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5. These calculations are based on the number of three- and

four-year-olds in 1990, which 1s expected to rise slightly to
the next century before declining, and a poverty rate of 25
percent.
This estimate uses Willer’s (1990) “full cost of quality” esti-
mates, in which staff salaries are equivalent to those in the
public schools. Although Willer computes cost-per-child
figures for a program serving all ages of children under age
five, cost per child was recalculated for a program serving
only children ages three and four with a staff-child ratio
of 1:9. It is assumed that 50 percent of all children are served
at the all-day cost (87,900), while 50 percent are served at
half the all-day cost ($3,950). These figures tend to underes-
timate cost because they are based on 1988 salary data and
do not adequatcly reflect the added cost of twelve-month
salaries for public school personnel.
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How the World of
Students and Teachers
Challenges Policy Coherence

Milbrey W. McLaughlin, Joan E. Talbert

Introduction: Students as Contexts of Teaching

Policymakers, concerned citizens, and critics of the public edu-
cation systecm worry about American students’ academic per-
formance. They fear that poorly prepared students will cause
the nation to lose its competitive position in global markets and
that, at home, disappointing school careers will block youth from
productive futures as citizens, workers, and parents. These con-
versations, taking place in such disparate settings as state capi-
tals, district offices, grocery stores, corporate boardrooms, and
living rooms tend to the bottora line and construe students as
“outputs,” products of America’s schools and classrooms.

Rescarch for and preparation of this chapter was supported by funding from the
U.S. Department of Fducation. Office of Educational Rescarch and Improve-
ment, to the Consortium for Policy Rescarch in Education (CPRE) and to the
Center for Rescarch on the Context of Secondary School Teaching (CRC). Our
thanks to Ann Locke Navidson for her thoughtful comments on an carlier draft
and to Juliann Cummer for her assistance with manuscript preparation.

The research upon which this chapter draws involves three vears of ficld
work and surveys in sixteen public and private secondary schools located in eight
different communities and two states. The CRC sample includes diverse second-
ary schools —magnet schools, small public high schools, clite independent schools,
alternative schools, large comprehensive high schools —located in urban and subur-
ban communitics. The student populations of the schools ranged from predomi-
natcly middle- and upper-middic-class white students to "majority minority” schools
that serve both neighborhood voungsters and students participating in desegre-
gation plans.
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Teachers’ talk about students differs markedly from these
bottom-line discussions. Teachers’ perspectives and concerns
about students center on students as “inputs,” as the context for
teaching and learning. The students who enter their classrooms
bring with them attitudes, abilities, backgrounds, assumptions,
life circumstances, and perspectives that matter fundamentally
to how teachers conceive their professional tasks and how they
go about the business of teaching.

This teacher perspective of students as “context” has not
received a great deal of attention in the literature on teaching
or educational research on schools and instruction. In process-
product models of teaching and input-output models of school
effects, students are conceived as the objects of educational “treat-
ments,” rather than as contexts that shape teaching practice and
school organization.

This distinction between student as product and student
as context of teaching matters enormously to our understand-
ing of classrooms. Viewing the student as product directs at-
tention to how students perform and away from what teachers
do in response to the attitudes, behavior, competencies, and cir-
cumstances that students bring v 'th them to the classroom.

By teachers’ report, students constitute the most salient
aspect of their workplace. Student factors frame teachers’ work,
their conceptions of teaching and learning, and so in turn in-
fluence fundamentally student outcomes. But our several years
of observation and interviews in diverse secondary school set-
tings show that teachers’ thoughts about, and responses to, the
young people sitting in their classrooms encompass two impor-
tantly different phenomena.

One facet of teachers’ views about their students has to
do with the objective reality of student factors. Factors such as
language and culture, racial background, parents’ economic and
educational resources and other family circumstances, and aca-
demic ability and background present particular demands on
teachers’ instructional choices and classroom strategies. Students
who come to class with scant proficiency in English, for exam-
ple, present constraints and challenges to high school teachers
radically different from those presented by their native-born
peers reading and writing English at or beyond grade level.
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Students whose parents follow carefully their progress in school
bring resources to the classroom that are missing for their peers
from zero-parent families or for those whose parents are indiffer-
ent or uninvolved in their education. These differences in the
objective realities of students’ backgrounds and life circumstances
have implications for their educational needs.

A second aspect of teachers’ perspectives on students has
to do with the meaning of these objective facts, or the subjective
reality they comprise for teachers. Most particularly, while the
so-called “traditional student”—a white youngster from a middle-
class family with conventional aspirations for college and career —
is seen similarly by many teachers, nontraditional students—
young people from ethnic or racial minority cultures, from dys-
functional or nontraditional families, from disintegrating and
often violent neighborhoods; young people living in peer cul-
tures surrounded by substance abuse, early and unprotected sex,
dangerous or illegal peer activities—are seen differently.

An important cbservation of our center’s research in
diverse school settings is that a school-is-not-a-school-is-not-a-
school, from the students’ vantage point (Davidson, 1992; Phelan,
Davidson, and Cao, 1992). Even the microclimates of depart-
ments within schools represent significantly different educational
environments and support substantially different educational ex-
periences and outcomes for students who, objectively. are similar
(Siskin, 1992). Our data suggest that this is because teachers’
subjective perception of today’s students, of nontraditional stu-
dents, varies enormously on such critical dimensions as assump-
tions about academic abilities and interests, possible futures,
and quality as a learner. Teachers offer strategically different
explanations for their students’ uneven attendance, short atten-
tion spans, low levels of academic engagement or achievement,
undone homework, or basic skills deficiencies.

These subjective constructions of students matter enor-
mously to students, because they influence the ways in which
teachers structure their pedagogy and curriculum. Bluntly put,
some teachers see nontraditional students as drains on the sys-
tem, not worthy of time, attention, or respect; still others see
them as people of value and endeavor to understand and meet
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their needs. Yet a third group recognizes the strengths that others
fail to see and builds on them.

In short, the student “outcomes” or the bottom line of such
concern to policymakers and the public turns to a significant
degree on how the word “student” is construed and constructed
in contemporary schools and classrooms. Teachers’ subjective
interpretations of students’ objective circumstances turns to a
significant degree on the norms, values, and character of the
up-close school-level or department community to which they
belong.

This chapter takes up the question of students as context
for what happens in school, and the ways in which educators’
subjective interpretations of the realities students bring with them
to school influence every aspect of the school environment. We
focus on nontraditional students, because we believe these con-
temporary students present an immediate and unmet challenge
and underused rescurce for the public schools. Further, we be-
lieve that the experiences of contemporary students highlight
the significance for teaching and learning of features that have
long characterized the nation’s schools. The press of today’s stu-
dents on the system simply amplifies these features and their
consequences for students.

First, we describe the objective conditions of today’s stu-
dents that have an impact on the school and classroom. We then
illustrate the diverse subjective interpretations teachers can con-
struct of these student features, particularly their academic
strengths and weaknesses. Using interviews and observations,
we show how teachers working in different settings view the same
student in dramatically different ways and so construct fun-
damentally different conceptions of similar students as learners
and as possible selves in the classroom.

Finally, we argue that these different constructions of “stu-
dent” have little to do with different formal aspects of the school
and much to do with the character of the professional commu-
nity that defines the school (or department) culture. These differ-
ent constructions by teachers within and between schools ulti-
mately challenge the coherence of education policy in terms of
its expected or hoped-for consequences for students. Similar
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policies, or bundles of policies, will affect students differently
depending on the contexts in which they are interpreted and
carried out.

Contemporary Students: Objective Realities

Teachers agree not only that students are the context of greatest
salience but that the ways in which today’s students differ from
traditional (and some would say idealized) students of the past,
and often not-so-distant-past, leaves them feeling ill prepared
and uncertain about how to proceed in their classrooms and leads
them to question their professional efficacy with contemporary
students. Hardly an aspect of school setting, rhythm, or activities
rem: ‘ns untouched by the changed realities of today’s students.

Across our secondary school sites, veteran teachers com-
ment that the students they teach today differ in important ways
from the students of twenty, fifteen, or even five years ago. To-
day’s students bring different cultures and languages to school,
bring different attitudes and supports to the classroom, and are
required to navigate competing pressures of family, peers, and
community at the same time they function as students (Phelan,
Davidson, and Cao, 1992).

The first thing teachers mention is the negative conse-
quences of changed family structure. A Michigan teacher believes
that “the biggest change [in today’s students] is that there is a
lot less support from home . . . not just here but across the coun-
try . . . a lot of kids have very little support at home, a lot of
single parents . . . we have a lot of kids who don’t even live at
home . . . the biggest change is in family structure . . . these kids
just don’t have the things [in terms of family supports] the kids
used to have.” A California social studies teacher advises: “You
gotta be sensitive to changes in society, and how they're affect-
ing kids, you know, what they’re coming into. For example,
I never say ‘Well, tell your parents’ anymore because when you
say ‘parents’ you've closed down 75 percent of these kids. If they
like you and respect your opinion, it makes them feel like ‘God,
I'd better not tell him I live with my auntie, or a single parent,
or someone clse.” A lot of people aren’t aware of it.”
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“Public school teachers feel the dysfunctional consequences
of today’s changed family structures most acutely. Home life,
according to many public school teachers, is the crux of the
difficulties they encounter. Teachers tell of neglect, abuse, vio-
lence, and tragedy as daily events in the lives of many of their
students. In the course of our field work, we heard from stu-
dents about molestation, murder, drug and alcohol addiction,
violence, economic stress, serious illness, suicides, and physi-
cal neglect—life circumstances with which their teachers had
little or no experience and about which they usually had little
knowledge. But these worries, pressures, and pain came to school
and competed with teachers’ efforts to engage, motivate, and
teach.

Concern about parental attitudes and lack of support appears
as another, related issue for many of today’s students. Parents
besieged by any number of the pressures experienced by today’s
families — unstable domestic situations, inadequate income, bleak
Job prospects, lack of support for child rearing, joblessness,
homelessness —have little time or energy or sometimes taste for
involvement in their youngsters’ school life. Issues of cultural
difference or conceptions of “establishment” power also inhibit
parental involvement (Fine, 1991). In addition, parental atti-
tudes about school frustrate many teachers. A math teacher
deeply committed to her nontraditional students told us: “Par-
ents fight us too on homework and spending time on school.
For example, one father came to a back-to-school night and said,
‘Is it just because all of these kids are so dumb that they get
homework on weekends; is it just because you are mean you
make them work on weekends?’ The attitude that we have week-
ends off, we don’t think on weekends, mcans that the weekend
begins on Thursday, because half of them don’t come on Fri-
days. So it is more than just an uphill cimb.”

Parents who themsclves are alicnated from school or other
mainstream institutions can provide little of the support that
teachers expect from traditional families. A biology teacher frus-
trated over her inability to make contact with parents —unre-
turned phone calls, unanswered notes, missed conferences— feels
she is alone in her attempts to work with many students. Or
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that even when she is able to reach someone at home, support
is not available: “A lot of times I contact the home and the home
is completely apathetic or unable, dysfunctionally unable, to in-
tervene [or provide support}.”

Lack of parental involvement in homework, school affairs,
or, more generally, the high school careers of their children shows
up in undone homework, apathy about school, and insufficient
support for student efforts, teachers say. Students from families
with limited or no English-speaking adults face additional chal-
lenges. “The girl you just saw? She’s like most of the kids in
my [science] class [in terms of parental support]. She is getting
a low grade and she is concerned. And she felt like nobody cared
what she got anymore. She went on and on, using bad language
about her father — something is wrong there. And her mom used
to help her [before they immigrated], but can’t anymore, be-
cause she really doesn’t speak English. She feels all alone.”

Relations with parents of contemporary students differ
for other reasons from those many secondary school teachers
have experienced in the past. For some parent groups, espe-
cially newly arrived Asian immigrants, “going to school” falls
out of the bounds of cultural appropriateness. These parents
decline to involve themselves in their children’s educational
affairs, or in traditional school-parent interchanges, not because
of lack of concern and support for school but because of cul-
tural norms. The consequence of the changed parent-school re-
lations ascociated with contemporary students, teachers observe,
is erosion of the kind of parent spirit and participation seen in
the past.

Polizies that bring students to the school campus affect
the nature of students’, as well as parents’, participation in the
school community. Schools whose students ride buses across
town as part of an effort to integrate the district’s schools find
that the “tyranny of the bus schedule” erodes the community
built by participation in extracurricular events. Neither students
nor their parents travel across town to attend evening or weekend
events; students tied to bus schedules (which become increas-
ingly tight as district budgets shrink) find it difficult if not im-
possible to stay after school for practices or activitics. Sports
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teams. performing arts groups, and music ensembles are affected
by students’ interests and talents, but also by the bus schedules
and difficulty of engaging in extracurricular affairs. The dis-
couraged head of a music department remarked that his pro-
gram essentially had collapsed with the student transportation
problems associated with desegregation; students could not come
to practices and their parents did not come to performances.
The drama chair in another school told the same story. This
fracturing of school community was cvident to teachers in all
CRC sites where students were drawn districtwide, rather than
from a neighborhood community. Busing schedules also make
it difficult for students most in need of extra attention to stay
after school. or to come early, for tutoring sessions.

Family mobility and student transience present serious prob-
lems for today’s vouth and their teachers. Children of both
affluent and poor familics are affected by the high levels of mo-
bility typical in American socicty. A teacher in a Michigan school
particularly troubled by high student mobility commented that
some of the scats in his classroom had been occupied by three
different students over a two-week period. Another stressed the
frustration of this lack of stability in a class: “You know, vou
Just pass out a book and get this kid started, and two days later
this one is gone and another comes in and says ‘where are
we? ... vou just can't ever catch up with all of them.”

Student transiency related to poor attendance is a “stu-
dent problem” raised most frequently (and most passionately)
by public school teachers. Teachers in all public CRC second-
ary schools report that “attendance is horrendous.”™ The frus-
tration of a Michigan English tecacher about failed lesson plans
and incomplete work captures the sentiments we heard from
teachers in all our sites: “No one vet has figured out how do
a process [of developing a writing project for publication] with
kids who arc here for a day or two and then gone for a dav or
two . . . it is difficult in all literature classes to teach kids who
are just not here.”

A California science teacher. exhausted by her efforts to
keep all her students on track, describes how absenteeism ex-
ponentially increases her work load:
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So part of the load is just the course itself. . . . If
all I had to do was to teach a course to students
who were here every day, I would be very busy.
And on top of that is student absenteeism, and then
there are students who are present who need a lot
of special attention. What happens if a student
misses the first few assignments? I try to remind
them whenever I can—lots of notes, every night I
am writing little Post-its to remind students, and
you just keep at it. And those things take an awful
lot of time. I mean if all I had to do was keep up
with day -to-day stuff that would be plenty, but I've
got a student working on stuff from two months
ago, and other students from several weeks ago, and
other students . . . and they're all in different stages.
30 that absenteeism has been a horrible drain.

Teachers also point to ways in which the academic back-
grounds aad skills of today’s students differ importantly from those
of students in the past. A uniform complaint about today’s

adolescents, especially among public school teachers, was decline
in taste for or skill in reading. Students in high school today
typically spend little time with books and have little interest in
reading. Teachers report that this feature of today’s student
shows up in the weak general knowledge students bring to class
as well as their unwillingness or inability to read difficult (or
lengthy) texts. Furthermore, a number of teachers agree with
this math teacher’s complaint: “Too many students today just
don’t like to think.”

Significant shifts in student demographics and language back-
grounds, particularly in California and other border states, present
significant challenges for sccondary school teachers. Today’s
classrooms are occupied by students with diverse cultural back-
grounds and language skills in both first language and English,
and in many schools, demographic changes in student body com-
position have been swift. Faculty at one of our sites have in lit-
tlc more than two years scen their student body change from
predominately white, middle class to a student population in
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which approximately one-third have only limited English pro-
ficiency and close to one-half come from poor families.

Students with limited or no proficiency in English have
problems with reading and writing of a different kind than do
mainstream students with low reading achievement. And many
schools and classrooms contain students from a wide diversity
of language origins. Further, limited English proficient (LEP)
students from the same language background can and do differ
radically from one another in skills in their native language and
in academics. California teachers in our study are overwhelmed
by the cultures and languages that fill their classrooms, swift
changes for which they have not been prepared. One teacher
estimated that in her district (Mostaza) in 1990, one out of four
students were LEP; projections for the year 2000 bring that ra-
tio to one in two students enrolled in the district’s schools. These
fundamental shifts in student demographics occurred with breath-
taking speed and require significant shifts in curricula. She ob-
serves: “The change has been phenomenal. Five years ago we
were not under court order. Five years ago, we were 6 to 8 per-
cent minority. Today we are about 56 percent nonwhite, so it
is a significant change and it has been rapid. . . . In each of the
two classes you observed, there are probably five—no, more
like ten — who don’t speak English. It used to be that you'd teach
advanced mathematics courses because nearly everybody was
going to college. Now it is much more basic.”

Further, teachers comment that students often “pass out”
of bilingual or sheltered English classes before they are compe-
tent to handle regular classroom demands. One science teacher
remarks: “The two physiology classes are the only ones I have
in which students can read or write. In my two regular biology
classes, nobody speaks English. There are about ten different
languages in those classes.” A biology teacher in another Califor-
nia school notes (pointing to students in the classroom): “Now
those kids really have no grasp of the English language; they
really don’t. But they are high enough so they pass the test [to
move from sheltered classes]. But what do you do with them
when they don’t know English? Or like Juan there: he’san 11th
grader, but he can't read. This [biology] text is written at about
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a 7th grade level. These students do not understand this text-
book; they do not understand it. Their reading level is awful
and their vocabulary . . .”

The school climate also responds to increased cultural
diversity among students, and to a different sense of “we-ness”
among students and faculty: different values, expectations, and
perspectives. Schools respond differently to today’s heterogeneous
student body, as we will discuss below. But regardless of that
response, the nature of today’s campns community for many
secondary schools differs dramatically from that of even the re-
cent past in terms of the cultures, languages, ambitions, and
expectations of the student body. Diversity sometimes brings
contention among student groups, even in the most supportive
campuses. A social studies teacher in a school noted for atten-
tion to ethnic diversity says: “There is a growing trend here at
school. It’s a militancy among students of color, and I just fear
the backiash. A lot of white kids, kids of European ancestry,
are afraid to speak up, because they feel they are going to get
some kind of verbal or physical backlash.”

Dysfunctional student behaviors and activities trouble teachers
in all our secondary school sites. Involvement with drugs and
gang violence prematurely end the high school careers of many
youngsters, especially youth from lower-income, urban neigh-
borhoods. In every school, teachers comment on the increas-
ing number of teen pregnancies and the students they lose either
figuratively or literally as a result. A government teacher com-
plained that it is hard to stand up and talk about the Soviet Union
“when you have five young ladies who are concerned about who
is babysitting. It is difficult to get through about social concerns
because they have so many themselves.”

Sometimes the safety of the campus changes also, for the
worse: “We’re having problems here we have never had before.
In the past two weeks, there has been a stabbing and a shoot-
ing on campus. Cne of my kids was shot yesterday by a pellet
gun . . . it's getting to be like an inner-city situation.”

An English teacher’s dramatic recital of her students’ per-
sonal problems represents student realities we heard about in
many classrooms. “We have a number of students who have
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emotional problems. Linda has a history of being involved in
gang violence. We just recently finished a case of child abuse
where one of my students was placed in a foster home after be-
ing sexually molested by two older brothers. You may have no-
ticed the kid who is small and has difficulty socializing. He wit-
nessed the murder of his father by his brother. He sits at his
desk all hunched into himself. I marked him absent for two weeks
straight because he hunches at desk level and I could not see
this kid.”

Other factors compete with academics. Many lower-income
youngsters, especially females, are unable to spend time on
schoolwork because of heavy family responsibilities. Jobs take
the attention and energy from students of all SES backgrounds,
but most especially the less advantaged teen. A math teacher
comments: “There seems to be a general decline every year in
the level at which students are functioning. [But what do you
expect] when you have students walking in [who] are just to-
tally exhausted because they’re working all weekend, or they
have worked the night before until 10 or 11 o’clock at night . . .
students that are putting in thirty hours a week just on their

work. School takes a back seat real quick.”

Contemporary Students: Subjective Constructions

Teachers’ reactions to these difficult classroom conditions differ
in ways that matter a great deal to students and to their chances
for educational success. The following chorus of teachers’ voices
capiures some of this diversity.

The kid here is where the problem is today. Therc’s
nothing wrong with the curriculum. . . . If I could
just get people that wanted to learn, I could teach
and everything would be wonderful.

These kids are just not real smart, a lot of them.
And they don’t really want to learn. They could care
less about school; they're just putting in time.
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These are kids here who really do want to do a good
job, but they have seen so much and heard so much,
that it is like they don’t know what is right and what
is wrong anymore. That perspective is gone. But
they are basically really good kids.

My guys. They’re very, very brave kids. They are
trying to make it, and it is really difficult for them.

A lot of the reason these kids are poor achievers
is not what a lot of educators say. They are not
dumb or turned off or screw-ups. Mainly it is be-
havior problems, and they have poor study habits,
they have poor or counterproductive support at
home, lots of times. They bring all of those prob-
lems into the classroom and you lose a lot of study
and teaching time.

Our interviews with a sample of students and their teach-
ers and our observations of their classes provide numerous ex-
amples of teachers constructing different conceptions of a student,
and of the frustration students experience in many classrooms.
The teachers quoted above refer to the same youngsters, in terms
of their objective characteristics —ethnic or racial background,
socioeconomic status (SES), family background, and the like.
Yet their interpretations of students’ behavior and performance,
their construction of “student,” varies profoundly. Some teachers
see today’s students as lazy, unmotivated, academically un-
talented. Other teachers perceive contemporary students as
different from traditional students but nonetheless “good kids,”
interested in learning and able to learn.

These teachers reach different assessments and frame
different expectations for figuratively the same students, but we
also found that different teachers construct different conceptions
of literally the same student. Take the case of Johnnie Betts, an
African-American freshman, a six-foot, barrel-chested young
man (Davidson, 1992). His teachers sce him in very different
terms. Johnnie’s English teacher says: “Johnnie first of all does
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not belong in a progress (remedial) class. He’s too bright, as
far as I'm concerned. Anyone who performs consistently this
well . . . he’s consistently way above or at where he should
be. . . .” But Johnnie’s social studies teacher says, “He is over-
achieving in here. I don’t think he is tremendously bright. I think
he should probably —1I think if he ever goes into a regular class
he will have problems. He is a street smart kid, an [illiterate
student] who will do whatever it takes to get the job done.” Ob-
servations of Johnnie in the English class showed a bright, en-
gaged student, who readily offered verbal definitions for words,
identified authors’ use of similes, volunteered to read. In social
studies, Johnnie sat quietly and offered little.

Across and within our school sites, we saw that students
with similar characteristics, students who represented essentially
identical “contexts” for teaching, experienced significantly differ-
ent school or classroom environments as a consequence of these
different teacher interpretations of them as student and learner.

Some teachers say: “These kids are stupid.” “They can’t
do the work; they are troublemakers.” “These kids don’t care
a damn about school.” “They are animals.” Other teachers say:
“These kids are really bright, good people.” “Once they feel com-
fortable, it’s fun to see them get engaged and turned on.” “I really
enjoy these students because of their integrity, their honesty.”
“These kids [the students assigned to basic or low-track classes]
aren’t stupid. In fact, they are the best question askers and prob-
lem solvers of all of my students, even those in the AP class.
Asking good questions and solving problems, after all, is the
only way they can survive.” These teachers acknowledge the so-
cial pathologies of neglect, abuse, disappearing community and
family that affect their students in the classroom and try to un-
derstand their students’ attitudes and behaviors in that context.

Responses to Today’s Challenges

Among the schools in the CRC sample, teachers have thus
responded to the demands and challenges of today’s students
in various ways. Some have given up, electing on-the-job re-
tirement, and expect little from the students whose attitudes,
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behavior, or academic skills differ from the students they “used to
have.” Others have worked to maintain traditional standards and
expectations. Still others have changed expectations or practices.

Many of the teachers who have given up or who try to
find ways to continue traditional practices see the behavioral
and attitudinal problems evident in their classrooms primarily
as the students’ problems, exacerbated by inadequate school or
district discipline or “standards.” Teachers who view today’s class-
rooms this way frame solutions in terms of tougher rules and
enforcement, rather than adaptation of their own practices or
task conception. For example, a California math teacher with
more than thirty years’ experience believes “the kid here is where
the problem is today. There is nothing wrong with the curricu-
lum.” The appropriate response in the mind of this teacher is
“to kick butt and take names . . . be like a drill sergeant in the
Marine Corps . . . the first guy that gets out of line . . . just give
him the bum’s rush right out the door.”

Likewise, a Michigan physics teacher believes that the
problems in the classroom result from “a lack of discipline overall,
throughout the school, throughout the district. . . . Educators
ought to start exercising control of the situation more. . . . These
kids are hurting our programs because of their behavior, atten-
dance, tardies. . . . [I think] we should make an example out
of those 50 kids so that the other 1,050 will understand that we
mean business . . . that we have some rules and we are going
to follow them. Basically . . . those kids don’t fit into what we
are trying to do and we don’t have the time, the energy, or the
money to change our program to suit them. . . . Let’s not sac-
rifice everyone, let’s use that little group as an example.”

Other teachers see the problem as one of lack of fit be-
tween traditional practices and the students they serve today.
But beyond this general diagnosis, interpretations and responses
differ in critical ways. A few teachers adopting this perspective
believe that many of today’s students “just can’t cut it” and so
lower standards, countenance missing homework and classroom
inattention, and feel there is “just so much a teacher can do for
these students.” As a result, the academic value and content of
these teachers’ classrooms is diminished significantly for students,
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and these teachers often express cynicism about the efficacy of
teaching for “those kids” and disengage themselves as their teach-
ing becomes less satisfying. Students, too, find such classrooms
boring. A teacher shared one student’s perspective on the ques-
tion of content and challenge: “Kids want to be challenged. A
kid told me yesterday, ‘I want to be here [in this college prep
class]. I would rather learn something and fail this class than
be in a regular class again. I'm sorry, but I will drop out of school
if I am in a regular class again.””

Other teachers cut back on instructional content and the
work they expect of their students in an effort to boost class-
room accomplishments. In particular, some teachers have given
up on homework and focus on accomplishing the important
things during classtime. For example, an English teacher in
Michigan completely rethought her instructional strategy when
the students in her classroom were failing: “I was looking over
all their failures; it was no homework, no homework, no home-
work. So I found a book of plays and we started reading plays
in classes . . . got them more involved, participating. I tried to
keep written work to a minimum. . . . I am really pleased with
the results.”

Often, this retreat from standards and traditional aca-
demic quality signifies a well-meaning attempt to structure a
classroom environment that today’s students will find engaging
and nonthreatening. However, we saw that in a few cases this
retreat unfortunately signaled disrespect or disdain for the stu-
dents themselves. For example, a California teacher formerly
assigned to honors classes and now teaching lower-level sections
certainly saw things this way as he talked about how the “lesser”
students would be less work for him.

However, still other teachers who share the “lack of fit”
diagnosis frame adaptation to these “new” students not as “less”
traditional activities but as simply different: instructional con-
tent and pedagogy keyed to conventional standards and expec-
tations but rethought in terms of the needs and motivations of
today’s students. Teachers adopting this conception of the prob-
lem and of their task have made fundamental adaptations in
what and how they teach and in the structure of the classroom.

2075
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For instance, many teachers frustrated by student absenteeism
believe that an effective response lies not in rules and stiff en-
forcement but in school and classroom strategies that minimize
the disruption and time demands generated by a high level of
absenteeism. One teacher says she has learned to put “all of the
lessons on the board [so] whoever decides to show up will know
where we are.” One school has set up study tables and a peer
tutoring program that is available anytime in the day or eve-
ning to help students make up missed assignments, and teachers
send notices of daily assignments to this central “clearinghouse.”

Many teachers attempting to construct different practices
believe that today’s students require a high level of individuali-
zation: “You need to write out notes that Eric needs to do this
today, and Scott should be sitting by himself on such and such
a chapter, and we need to help Marianne with the research chap-
ter, and . ..”

A number of teachers have found success with coopera-
tive learning strategies as ways both to attend to individual stu-
dent needs and to keep the class on track. A mathematics teacher,
who commented she would have never believed she would move
from conventional teacher-controlled pedagogy, uses small groups
and encourages students to help each other: “I really don’t care
how they learn it as long as they learn it. I encourage them to
work together; I encourage them to talk to other people when
they have older brothers and sisters and boyfriends and girl-
friends. I don’t care. The object is to learn. If someone can get
it across better than I can, fine.”

Teachers successful in engaging contemporary students
in academic work also report rethinking conceptions of subject
matter —moving from a canonical view of their subject and its
knowledge base to broader objectives for learning in English
or mathematics or social studies. For example, an English teacher,
a veteran of Advanced Placement courses and a Shakespeare
buff, outlines her perspective on the value of English for her
nontraditional students.

So, I see my job as really one of the basic levels
of communication, the correctness of that commu-
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nication, and hopefully I am able to instill in them
enough experiences that they’re able to come up
with their ideas . . . give them enough literature
that they’re able to generate their own ideas in terms
of reactions to that literature. And then, hopefully,
along the line I can teach them to express those ideas
correctly; so that when they get to expressing the
ideas, it’s done. They are indeed actually express-
ing what they are thinking and able to use language
for their own benefit, rather than being used by
literature and by the language itself . . . not becom-
ing a victim to the language. I think my kids feel
comfortable enough to speak out and give their
opinions.

This conception of English literature as communication,
as opposed to English literature as command of Shakespeare,
enables flexible response to students’ skills levels and interests.
It highlights the value of students’ views and opinions and stands
in contrast to traditional classrooms where mastery of facts define
objectives and students’ opinions count for little. For example,
an English teacher in another setting told her class- “Right now
you can't give opinions. I noticed you, Andrea, and others have
a tendency to answer questions based on what you believe. It’s
a problem. They don’t give a damn about what you think on
the Citywides and other tests” (Fine, 1991, p. 38).

A common theme among teachers attempting to revise
their classroom practices in light of the needs and realities of
contemporary students is the need for personalization — of see-
ing students as people and of letting students see teachers as
human beings (McLaughlin and Talbert, 1990; Phelan, David-
son, and Cao, 1992). An English teacher whose traditionally
low-achicving students produce poetry, literary analyses, and
telling essays says: “I may get a little crazy and silly, I guess,
in my classes, but it’s not without purposc. Because I think that
if they can sce me as a human being who's not different than
they are, then maybe they can also see that what I am saying
and what I'm giving them in literaturc and writing is not really
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all that different from what they should be doing. I think it is
real important for them to see that literature doesn’t have to
be a foreign language.”

A mathematics teacher whose low-track prealgebra class
is able to construct quadratic equations says, “I think the whole
name of the game is getting the kids on your side. To know
them and to let them know that you care about what they're
doing and that they're not just another body in the seat. That
they have their own personality.”

A social studies teacher points to the need to find out about
possible causes for the negative behaviors and attitudes that stu-
dents bring to class, and not “punish the victim.” “If I see a kid
not developing, I'll get to him and try to find out what’s going
on. And you might find cut that, hey, the kid goes home and
gets beaten every night, or that there might not be enough to
eat. The point is that because of his environment, he comes to
school less equipped than other kids. So should I put him down
or call hiin a failure?”

Teachers successful at engaging contemporary youth in
lcarning and academics also agree that the first step to develop-
ing effective classrooms for today’s students is throwing out tradi-
tional practices:

From the days I went to college, I mean you sit
down, you read the book. you do the problems, and
you start all over again. I—you know, I was able
to do that and to do it successfully. But I don’t think
that's the way to teach [contemporary students].
And 1 don't think that is the way to inspire love of
learning. As time goes by, I have much more toler-
ance for a lot of things [in my classroom] . . . for
the freedom to be what you are, for the [personal]
problems to be what they are. I can accept it and
work with it. So it’s kind of a, more of an approach
to liv[ing] than to mathematics, but it works for
math.

A social studics tcacher successful with nontraditional stu-
dents says: "Those people [teachers unsuccessful with contem-
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porary students], they continue to teach in a traditional way.
I think they’re running head on into a student who is not like
the student they taught back in the 60s or 70s or even the 80s.
It’s a different generation of Americans now, and they are prod-
ucts of the 80s. So we have to deal with them [in different ways].”

Using the example of a former gang member, an angry
African American now doing B work in his college preparatory
history course, this teacher underscores the importance of chang-
ing practices to better match students’ motivation. “In a tradi-
tional classroom, I don’t think he'd be very successful, because
different things motivate him. I look at his report card and I
see that teachers who have my style, he does well in. Other
teachers who say ‘answer the questions, do the worksheet, dadada,’
he doesn’t do well in.”

Contrast this perspective with that of a biology teacher,
frustrated with his inability to motivate or engage his class made
up of students similar to the student described above. “{What
kinds of things do you think work with these kids?] Paper-pencil
work. Paper-pencil work. That way you just kind of keep on
top of them all of the time.”

Teachers also underscore the need to rethink traditional
classroom management strategies in terms of effective responses
to today’s students. “Teachers [who are unsuccessful with con-
temporary students] come in and they try to lecture for fifty-
five minutes to kids whose attention span might be ten. And,
the other thing is that philosophy that a noisy classroom is an
unproductive classroom. [But you've got to create a different
kind of classroom for these kids. They resent traditional teacher-
authority stuff.] You know, it’s an evolution. It was an evolution
for me. A lot of it is letting control go, you know, the control
factor. You know, wanting kids to sit-in-their-seats-with-their-
feet-on-the-ground, hands-on-the-table type mentality. No way.”

Teachers’ responses based on these constructions of the
abilities and value of their students engender dramatically differ-
ent outcomes for students. Not only is students’ success or failure
affected by teachers’ classroom choices, the students also take
away fundamentally different conceptions of themselves as learn-
ers, and of their possible futures. Our interviews with students,
particularly those of different racial and ethnic backgrounds,
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reflect that they feel misunderstood, ignored, unvalued, invisi-
ble. A high-achieving Latina, angry about what she sees as
prejudice toward Mexican students and lack of attention to their
success, told us: “I think my teachers should learn another
method of teaching, because the one they use is not very effec-
tive. I also would like them to realize we are intelligent, that
we can do things, would like them not to discriminate against
us, treat us like civilized persons, not like some sort of objects.
Also I would like them to give us work and to explain how to
do that work well” (Davidson, 1992).

Chester Finn (1987) asserts that students drop out by
choice, and that the decision is a rational one. Although it is true
that many adolescents elect to leave high school, for many of these
youngsters, elements of this “choice” lie in these subjective re-
sponses of their teachers to them, their future goals, and their
roles as “students.” Many of the students failing in traditional
classrooms where “standards” are rigidly maintained, bored in
“dumbed-down” classrooms, or encountering failure after failure
drop out because they see no respect or no future for themselves
in the environment. Many of the teachers with whom we spoke
were sensitive to the demeaning or nonsupportive messages many
contemporary students receive in the school setting.

An English teacher in a school still responding to sudden
and dramatic changes in the composition of the student body
remarks:

I am polite to my students. I am respectful of them.
I think that’s important because if I want them to
be respectful to me, I need to show them how to
do it. You know, I hear teachers talking in the
faculty room about “students don’t show any re-
spect, these students are outrageous,” going on and
on about how disrespectful and rude, on and on
about the kids. And then I turn right around and
hear that teacher say something which either hu-
miliates or puts down the student and T think,
“What'’s the matter with you? Why don’t you hear
yourself? How can you turn around and say this
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child is rude, and you turned around and were rude
to him?” To me it’s just basic; it’s the Golden Rule.

A science teacher in a comprehensive high school says, “A lot
of these kids, we don’t realize that no one ever tells them they
are good, no one ever tells them. They hear all the time, they
hear when they screw up, they hear about it all the time. And
a lot of kids continue to screw up because that is the only kind
of attention they can get. There’s no positive reinforcement.”
A social studies teacher in a magnet school that enrolls students
from diverse cultures and a broad range of SES notes: “Sure
these kids have an ‘attitude.” But maybe in the school years I
can turn it around, an attitude, and say, ‘Yeah, you got a raw
deal, but you're still a good person and I value you. And I want
you to be part of my class. Because I am not evaluating you
based on the fact that you might be a battered child, or molested,
or whatever. That may be your evaluation of yourself, or you
may come in here with another set of expectations, but I know
you can do these things.’ It takes a lot of energy.”

Teachers such as those who speak on these pages also
recognize that what may appear to be poor performance, slow-
ness, or inability to catch on may actually be the manifestation
of many years of poor instruction and insufficient grounding
in basic skills. Teachers note that “the problems begin in the
elementary years, so that by the time they hit our doors, the
problems have accumulated.” A math teacher stresses the extra
determination such youngsters need to succeed in high school.
“Their skills aren’t as strong, so it’s going to take them twice
as long to understand some of the algebra topic that we have,
and it’s going to take them twice as much work, I think. And
so they are going to have to have even more desire to succeed.
Itll be tough. If they come in with a shaky foundation, I find
those students have the most trouble, because they are trying
to work with these abstract ideas, while they're also trying to
get the basics.”

Teachers interpretations of and responses to the objec-
tive behaviors, attitudes, and achievements of their students cre-
ate dramatically different educational settings for students, from
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classrooms alive with the energy of students and teachers and
where students are valued and supported to classrooms where
students are controlled through traditional strategies of discipline
and punishment, or even criticism and sarcasm. At the extremes,
today’s students move from classrooms where hopes for a produc-
tive future are nurtured to classrooms where little is expected
of them and failure is the norm.

Cormstraining Myths and Professional Community

What factors underlie these subjective responses to contemporary
students? Many teachers’ subjective responses to the objective
realities of today’s students are shaped by a number of constrain-
ing myths — half-truths or untruths that form responses to scudents
and classroom choices. Five were prominent in our field work.

These kids can't do it. This myth is debilitating for both stu-
dents and teachers— that the students who display little aca-
demic motivation or few abilities as conventionally con-
ceived (the students who occupy the lower tracks in high
schools) are incapable of higher-order thinking, or of criti-
cal thinking, or of conceptual understanding.

The body of knowledge and skills my students must learn is rela-
tively fixed. Teachers holding canonical views of their sub-
ject matter perceive little significant flexibility in adapting
their content or pedagogy to today’s students. In this view,
there is an agreed-on body of knowledge that must be con-
veyed to students; departure from this standard signifies
lowering of standards or lesser classroom instruction.
Rules and regulations get in the way. Teachers who feel unsuc-
cessful with contemporary students often hold bureaucracy
as the villain and see rules and requirements as inhibiting
their adaptations to the needs of today’s students.
Insufficient materials or resvurces are available. Teachers often
feel helpless in responding to the needs of contemporary
students without special resources, such as bilingual materials
or programs, which arc in short supply in today’s schools
and classrooms.
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Either I write them off or burn out. Teachers who attempt to
develop effective strategies for working with today’s students
or for responding to their multiple and often difficult needs
feel they are doing the best they can under the circum-
stances — that they cannot give any more. This myth is sup-
ported by evidence that some teachers become overwhelmed
by students’ needs; it serves .5 a rationale for writing off
difficult students.

Teachers who subscribed to these views found it difficult
if not impossible to imagine another “reality,” anything differ-
ent in terms of the life or the outcomes of their classrooms.
Teachers defined their classroom expectations and practices in
terms of these myths as objective facts rather than matters of
perspective or interpretation.

Other teachers held different views about contemporary
students, their subject areas, and their own abilities to respond
effectively. Even teachers within the same secondary school set-
ting differed in the extent to which these perceptions were held
as valid and as guides to practice.

What made the difference? Across and within our sam-
ple of schools, the character of teachers’ professional community —
teachers’ up-close workplace setting—had most to do with how
teachers saw their students and constructed their role as teachers.
The extent to which teachers subscribed to the constraining
myths depended on two factors: the strength of their professional
community and the extent to which their professional commu-
nity reflected these beliefs, or challenged them.

Positive, supportive collegial relations play an acknowl-
edged. important role in the Byzantine world of schools where
teachers are segregated by assignment and by physical space.
(See Little, 1982; Grant, 1988; Lieberman, 1990; Rosenholtz,
1989, as examples.) For most of the secondary schools we studied,
the department was the professional community of greatest sig-
nificance to teachers’ norms of practice, conceptions of task, and
attitudes about teaching and students (Siskin, 1990). Further,
we saw that the character of departmental professional community
varied significantly within the school. The substantial variation
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shown for departments on measures of collegiality means that
teachers literally working across the hall from one another but
in different departments may experience their workplace in crit-
ically different ways. For example, in one school teachers work-
ing in a highly collegial English department experience a work-
place buzzing with daily conversations about joint projects, new
materials to share, and plans for next week, next year, or tomor-
row. Teachers in the social studies department, however, in-
teract only in mandated department meetings, where they gener-
ally sit in sullen silence through the chair’s announcements and
pronouncements. So noncollegial is this department, faculty
members have been unable to craft within a year a vision of
instructional goals to guide the department’s response to the new
state frameworks. Such within-school differences in department
culture and collegiality were evident in all but the mission schools
in our sample.

Our 1991 survey data show that professional communi-
ties that are cohesive, highly collegial environments are also set-
tings in which teachers report a high level of innovativeness,
energy, enthusiasm, and support for personal growth and learn-
ing. Teachers who belong to communities of this sort also report
a high level of commitment to teaching and to all of the stu-
dents with whom they work.

These features characterize department communities
(such as the English department described earlier) where teachers
struggle collectively to examine their practices, to devise new
ways of meeting today’s students’ needs and of supporting one
another in efforts to change. Supportive collegial communities,
committed to the success of all students, provide the necessary
conditions to begin to mount collective challenge to constrain-
ing myths as explanations for unsuccessful student outcomes or
disappointing classrooms.

In contrast to these collaborative communities of teacher-
learners are settings where teachers report strong norms of
privacy (and so low collegiality). In these workplace environ-
ments another sort of syndrome operates to reify and reinforce
the constraining myths we have outlined. Teachers who charac-
terize their workplace in terms of norms of privacy also say that
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thev see their job as routine, their workplace setting as highly
bureaucratized and rule bound. Teachers who belong to weak
professional communities are more likely to see their subject
matter as static or unchanging and so are unlikely to question
the relevance of last year’s lecture plans or the conceptions of
knowledge or pedagogy learned years ago for today’s students.
These teachers are less likely to innovate, to report support for
learning. They also are more likely to lower expectations for
students, especially nontraditional students, and to report low
levels of commitment to teaching.

The coexistence of opposing norms of practice and con-
ceptions of students as learners within a single secondary school
creates inconsistent support for students and sends conflicting
messages about expectations and goals for the students’ futures.
Often it is the teacher who holds nontraditional students in the
highest esteem and expects the most of them who struggles the
most: “Nobody else around here believes in them, so when I
hold them to high standards and expectations they feel picked
on.” A teacher who had worked to move a number of minority
students into position for college-level classes said, “They felt
1 was being exceptionally hard on them. It became very per-
sonalized; it decimated the trust we had built.” A teacher of a
program designed to support the academic aspirations of minor-
ity youngsters angrily points out the multiple disadvantage this
inconsistency creates for nontraditional students: “They’re real
special kids. They are going to go to college. But I think they've
been cheated by the public schools because few of their teachers
have ever felt they were worth it. They're going to go with maybe
one year’s worth of solid curriculum under their belts. They are
going with the study skills they learned in the program, but for
the most part they are terribly behind.”

On the other hand, teachers in department communities
with strong norms of privacy generally are unaware of supportive
departments and proactive practice elsewhere in the school. They
comment about the frustration of working in isolation. Com-
ments about the frustrations of isolation were common in profes-
sional communities characterized by norms of privacy. Teachers
expressed feelings of having to “do it all themselves” with no
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help or support from colleagues. A discouraged, experienced
social studies teacher grappling with the demands of swift change
in classroom demographics observed quietly: “Here you have
to do it over and over again, by yourself, and you do it every
day, forever. Why did I go into teaching? I don’t know; not
smart, | guess.”

Teachers working in these sequestered and noncollegial
settings receive neither challenges to their conceptions of prac-
tice and assumptions about students nor sufficient support for
trying to do something different in response to today’s students.
They tend to stick with what they know, despite lack of student
success or engagement and despite their own frustration and
discouragement. These are the teachers who burn out, who be-
lieve teaching has become an impossible job, who wonder whether
it is all worth it for today’s students. Ironicaily, the absence of
a strong, positive professional community has robbed many
teachers of control.

Constraining myths steal teachers’ autonomy as they lo-
cate control in the bureaucracy, in the canons of their subject
matter, and in aspects of today’s students. A strong professional
community committed to creating effective educational environ-
ments for all students returns the control lost when teachers close
their classroom doors to confront the realities of today’s students
alone. The costs of teachers’ isolation in the past, when class-
rooms in most of America’s secondary schools were composed
of “traditional” students, appeared to be levied primarily on
teachers (Lortie, 1975; Jackson, 1986). Today’s classrooms show
how real are the costs of teachers’ professional seclusion for
students.

Summary: Communities of Learners

Teachers say that contemporary students—the social values,
shifts, dislocations, and changes they represent — present fun-
damental and difficult challenges to their practice, their con-
ception of themselves as teachers, and their sense of professional
reward and satisfaction. Today’s teachers, for the most part,
have not been trained to work with today’s students. Teachers
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who feel little support for constructing new responses to stu-
dents or for rethinking classroom routines from the perspectives
of today’s students, teachers who feel they are alone in their
efforts to respond, are more likely to persist in orthodox con-
ceptions of subject matter, to move toward reliance on control
and authority as classroom strategies, and to view the “personal
problems” of their students as outside their purview.

Teachers isolated in their classrooms not surprisingly feel
disengaged, furious, resigned, and frustrated with their work.
And in the schools we studied, collectives of teachers were the
exception; individual teachers working hard (or just getting by)
were the norm (see also Fine, 1991). Today's teachers are bom-
barded with demands. The pressures of meeting four or five
classes of thirty students five times a week place a premium on
just getting by, let alone trying to make some kind of personal
connection with 150 ycungsters, rethink curricula, experiment
with classroom routines, learn more about the cultures and back-
grounds of their diverse students, spend extra time with special
needs students, or devise ways in which absent students can con-
tinue successfully in a class.

The challenges of contemporary students and contem-
porary school settings in fact represent more than most teachers
can respond to effectively. That many (if not most) of the iso-
lated teachers we encountered in the course of our field work
sincerely could not imagine an alternative response to thc ob-
jective demands of their students is not surprising.

Yet the significantly different interpretations of students’
objective realities or circumstances associated with the strength
and nature of teachers’ professional community carry critically
different consequences for students. We saw that not only do
objectively similar students have significantly different classroom
experiences and messages about self and future and support for
development but conflicting messages and experiences envelop
a single student as he or she moves through the day from class-
room to classroom.

This subjective diversity in teachers’ construction of “stu-
dent” obviously affects the bottom line that most concerns policy-
makers and the public—students’ academic pe, formance and
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accomplishment. The moral dimension of these inconsistent sub-
jective interpretations of “student” also cannot be ignored be-
cause of the different futures and assessments of worth they sig-
nal for students. Students make sense of themselves and consider
their futures largely in the terms that others use to describe them.
Many students blame themselves as inadequate and label them-
selves as failures because of differences in the messages and ex-
periences provided in their school settings. “Objectification” of
the “student problem” or the “student context” and educational
responses constructed of subjective perceptions or constraints
underestimate the abilities of both contemporary students and
their teachers. Policy coherence as i. :ended by reformers and
policymakers ultimately is achieved or denied in the subjective
responses of teachers — in teachers’ social constructions of students.
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Systemic Reform
and Educational Opportunity

Jennifer A. O’Day
Marshall S. Smith

Introduction: Context and Purposes

The concept of content-driven systemic school reform! has
emerged over the past two years as a major policy alternative
for education in the United States. It has appeared in federal
legislation, as well as in procurements of the National Science
Foundation and Department of Education, reports of national
education councils and panels, and major documents of the Na-
tional Governors’ Association, the Business Roundtable, and
the Council of Chief State School Ofhcers. In addition, over
half a dozen states are at various stages of implementing sys-
temic reform strategies, while others are actively pursuing their
development.?

The particular forms of these national and state strate-
gies vary depending on the conception of systemic reform un-
derlying them, but most share a common purpose: to upgrade
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sortium for Policy Research in Education (OERI-R117G10007), by the Spencer
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the views of the sponsors. We wish to thank many people for their direct and
indirect help, especially Deborah Weil, William Taylor, Ralph Levine, David
Hombeck, Miriam Gonzales, Susan Fuhrman, Jane David, and David K. Cohen.
All errors of fact. judgment, and logic are the responsibility of the authors.
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significantly the quality of the curriculum and instruction de-
livered to all children. To accomplish this goal, the reforms re-
quire major changes in the way states and local school systems
make and implement policy. Three such changes characterize
an idealized version of the model of systemic reform described
in this chapter.

1. Curriculum frameworks that establish what students
should know and be able to do would provide direction and vi-
sion for significantly upgrading the quality of the content and
instruction within all schools in the state. The frameworks and
their periodic revisions would be the product of a broad, par-
ticipatory process, one that effectively balanced the professional
judgment of educators and scholars about what constitutes
challenging and important material with the views of many in-
dividuals and groups about what is important for our young
people to learn.3

2. Alignment of state education policies would provide
a coherent structure to support schools in designing effective
strategies for teaching the content of the frameworks to all their
students. Novice and experienced teachers would be educated
to understand and teach the new challenging content, and teacher
licensure would be tied tc demonstrated competence in doing
so. Curriculum materials adopted by the states and local dis-
tricts, as well as state assessments of siudent performance, would
reflect the content of the curriculum frameworks. The integra-
tion of these and other key elements of the system would act
to reinforce and sustain the reforms at the school building level.

3. Through a restructured governance system, schools
would have the resources, flexibility, and responsibility to de-
sign and implement effective strategies for preparing their stu-
dents to learn the content of the curriculum frameworks to a
high level of performance. This flexibility and control at the
school site is a crucial element of the system, enhancing profes-
sionalization of instructional personne] and providing the basis
for real change in the classroom.
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When fully implemented, this model of content-driven
systemic reform would be a uniquely American adaptation of
the educational policies and structures of many of the world’s
highly developed nations. It would marry the vision and guid-
ance provided by coherent, integrated, centralized education
policies common in many nations with the high degree of local
responsibility and control demanded by U.S. tradition.

Such a system is, of course, a far cry from the way the
educational enterprise currently operates in this country. Many
problems and uncertainties stand between our present educa-
tional structure and a fully implemented model of this sort.
Nonetheless, the model has gained considerable momentum in
policy circles. Consequently, it is crucial at this point to step
back and posc some tough questions about the possible effects
such a system might have, both during and after its maturation.

Among the chief concerns —and the focus of this chapter —
is the potential impact of systemic school reform on equality
of educational opportunity. Because of the magnitude of the
change represented by the reform model and the unprecedented
diversity in the American populace, it is imperative to consider
the following questions: How would minority, low-income, and
limited-English-proficient students in the United States fare un-
der such a system? Will these students be better or worse off
than under the present structures? How will the distribution of
resources be affected? How will such a system deal with cul-
tural and linguistic differences? What kinds of safeguards could
be established?

The answers to these questions are both complex and un-
certain. We address them here by presenting an argument about
what could be the relationship between systemic reform and
educational cquity.* Qur core premise is that a systemic state
approach for providing a more challenging content for all chil-
dren and greater local professional responsibility for schools could
provide the structure necessary to extend the reforms to all
schools and all children. Under these conditions, it could raise
the general level of achicvement while also helping to reduce
educational inequalities substantially. Although we find the ar-
gument compelling, our concern here is not to “sell it” but to
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understand better both the opportunities and potential prob-

lems posed by a systemic reform strategy. We address four parts
of this argument.

1. Curriculum reform intended to improve the overall
quality of schooling for all children is necessary for a healthy de-
mocracy in our diverse society.

2. A well-designed systemic reform strategy could pro-
vide an opportunity for extending reforms in challenging cur-
riculum and instruction to all schools and all segments of the
student population. Without a systemwide strategy, curricular
reform runs the risk of simply “changing the rules of the game”
while excluding from play poor and minority children in schools
that lack the support and wherewithal to make the necessary
but difficult changes in curriculum and instruction.’

3. The logic of systemic reform suggests powerful new
policy instruments for promoting and sustaining equality of

educational opportunity. Differences in appropriateness and
quality of the curriculum and programs offered to different
groups of students might be more easily exposed and addressed
than under the present less cohcrent system. In addition, a co-
herent reform strategy suggests a number of legal and adminis-
trative mechanisms for helping to ensure educational equity.

4. Finally, even with technical and legal mechanisms to
help ensure equal treatment, the legitimacy and effectiveness of
a systemic approach will depend in large part on its ability to strike
a balance between the common culture and common needs of
society as a whole and the diverse perspectives, needs, and strengths
of subgroups and individuals within it. The United States, like
other nations, has not been particularly successful in achieving
this kind of balance, which requires far more than “cookie-cutter”
policies. However, we believe this balance could be facilitated
by a system that combines a centralized vision and supportive
infrastructure (top-down reform) with considerable responsibil-
ity, flexibility, and discretion at the local level (bottom-up reform).
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Before we turn to an elaboration of the argument and dis-
cussion of countervailing possibilities, we need to establish the
context within which we will consider the potential effects of sys-
temic curriculum reform on poor and minority students. Of par-
ticular importance is our contention that recent gains made by
minority and low-income children toward closing the achieve-
ment gap are currently in jeopardy.

Historical Context:
Achievement Gaps, Trends, and Predictions

One of the least known stories in education is the dramatic gains
made by African-American and low-income children in achieve-
ment test scores over the past two decades. These gains came
during a time when the scores of white and affluent students
stayed relatively constant. Table 8.1 and Table 8.2 show these
gains on National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
reading tests, narrowing the gap between their scores and the
scores of white and middle-income students. The data from the
NAEP show the gap closed by 30 to 60 percent from 1971 to
1988, depending on the grade assessed.

In an earlier paper, we argued that gains in the achievement
of minority and low-income students were due both to improve-
ments in their social conditions and to changes in the curricu-
lum and instruction of the schools (Smith and O’'Day, 1991a).
In particular we showed gains in the early grades (measured
at grade four), which we attributed to decreases in poverty, im-
proved social conditions, and greater opportunities for minority
and poor children in Head Start and clementary school pro-
grams such as Chapter 1. These gains were retained and en-
larged in later grades (grades 8 and 12), which we attributed
to a continuing influence of improved social conditions and to
changes in the curriculum of schools. We went on to predict
that these gains were in jeopardy duc to changes both in social
conditions and in instruction. Recent data indicate that our
predictions may be accurate. We review briefly the data and
the logic that led to these predictions.
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Systemic Reform

Effects of Changes in Social and Economic Conditions

Between 1960 and the early 1980s, the social and economic con-
ditions of many minorities and the poor changed greatly for the
better. The percentage of children in poverty decreased from
26.5 percent in 1960 to 18.3 percent in 1980, the health of in-
fants and young children improved, preschool attendance rose
dramatically, schools in the South desegregated, and the aver-
age education level of the parents of minority children increased.
At the individual level, each of these factors has a small but posi-
tive relationship to achievement for poor and minority children.
Taken together they appear to have contributed in a substan-
tial way to the narrowing of the achievement gap between 1960
and the late 1980s (Smith and O’Day, 1991a).
Unfortunately, starting in the late 1970s and early 1980s,
many of these trends reversed. In particular, more children now
live in poor families® and poverty has become increasingly con-
centrated in inner-city schools; the average educational attain-
ment of minority parents has leveled off; use of drugs by young
and poor pregnant women has increased while public health care
resources have declined; and the inner-city environment has un-
dergone tremendous social deterioration (Smith and O’Day,
1991a; Wilson, 1987). In time, the cumulative effect of these
social factors could be a substantial decrease in achievement of
poor and minority students, especially those in inner-city schools.

Effects of Changes in Instruction

Our earlier analysis suggested a second major influence on the
narrowing of the gap between the middle 1960s and the early
1980s. This period of time was characterized by a focus on
achieving equality ot cducational opportunity through improv-
ing resources for minority and low-income students. In instruc-
tion, this focus manifested itself in an increased emphasis on
basic skills and compensatory education.

The critical issue here is the emphasis on basic skills and
its relationship to many commonly used assessments. By and
large the instruction, curriculum, and tests for many low-achieving
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children were mutually reinforcing during a substantial part of
this two-decade period. Many states instituted regulations re-
quiring passage of minimum competency tests as a graduation
requirement. These tests, like the reading and mathematics por-
tions of standardized norm-referenced tests, emphasized recog-
nition of facts, word analysis, mathematics computation skills,
routine algorithmic problem solving, and little else. Moreover,
teachers were generally comfortable with “effective” instructional
strategies using controlled large-group instruction and plenty
of drill and practice. Textbooks and other instructional materials
were easily altered (watered down) to “meet the needs” of these
students. Finally, the federal and state compensatory education
programs provided a strong regulatory structure that required
yearly testing and continuous emphasis on basic levels of read-
ing and mathematics.

Taking all these factors together, it is not much of an over-
statement to say that for many poor and minority students we
had a de facto national basic skills curriculum. To a considera-
ble extent all parts of the system were aligned—in much the
same way they would be in what we describe as a systemic ap-
proach to education reform. Together with the improvements
in social conditions, the “reform” seems to have worked, at least
in part. The achievement levels increased, and because the scores
of more well-to-do and majority students did not change dur-
ing this time, the achievement gap narrowed.

However, just as policies toward improving the quality
of social conditions for the poor and minorities changed in the
1980s, so did school reform policies. During the early and mid-
dle eighties, there was great emphasis on state-initiated top-down
regulatory reforms, many of which had little to do with actu-
ally changing the nature of curriculum and instruction.

Toward the end of the 1980s, reforms began to focus more
on changing schools and, at least in some places, on changing
the nature of curriculum and instruction. Concern about the
relative underachievement of U.S. students and their lack of
improvement over the past two decades combined with develop-
ments in instructional thcory to produce not only increased
rhetoric about raising standards but also greater instructional
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emphasis on complex knowledge and skills. The reform focus
turned toward teaching for understanding and improving stu-
dents’ ability to apply knowledge in novel situations. The new
reforms emphasize language- and literature-based approaches
to literacy instruction, process approaches to composition, com-
plex problem solving in mathematics, and discovery and hands-
on experimentation in science. New expectations for higher-
order skills and knowledge nave emerged, and assessments based
on those expectations are being developed.

Although recent studies indicate that these new reforms
will be difficult to implement even in the best of situations (Co-
hen, 1990; also see his chapter in this volume), work is proceed-
ing on them and much of the policy talk and new assessment
strategies assume the higher expectations that the reforms im-
ply. This raises a particular problem with regard to educational
equity, because resources for change vary greatly within the sys-
tem. Schools with large numbers of relatively disadvantaged stu-
dents typically have less discretionary money, fewer well-trained
teachers, and more problems that drain attention and energy
from implementing complex reforms. This fact, combined with
the newness and complexity of the instructional approaches and
content as well as the emphasis of many of the current reforms
on school-by-school change, makes it unlikely that the reforms
will reach the majority of schools with large numbers of disad-
vantaged students—at least not until well after they are im-
plemented in more advantaged schools.

What Does the Future Held
Jor Poor and Minority Children?

Because of the difficulty of implementing the reforms, particu-
larly in schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students,
it seems possible that a substantial new differentiation of cur-
riculum will occur, albeit slowly, with a continued but diluted
basic skills approach for the majority of low-income children
and an increasing emphasis on problem solving and complex
content for more advantaged students.

In terms of test scores, the emphasis in middle-income
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schools on more complex and challenging material should lead
over time to higher scores on the NAEP or other tests being
developed to assess such material. We would expect this change
to occur somewhat slowly, however, especially if the reforms
continue to focus on school-by-school change.

In low-income schools, the worsening social and economic
conditions could lead to lower scores and a widening of the
achievement gap no matter what kind of assessment is used.
Because the conditions began to deteriorate in the early 1980s,
our earlier article predicted this effect might be seen quite soon.
We also suggested that the widening of the measured gap could
be exacerbated if the achievement measures place a greater em-
phasis on higher-order skills and content to which large num-
bers of poor students have not been given access.

The 1990 NAEP data were not available when our earlier
article on equality was published. They are now and indicate
results depressingly congruent with our analysis (Mullis and
others, 1991). Among other trends, the data indicate the following:

1. Mean scores for white students in reading, math, and
science were essentially unchanged in 1990 in comparison with
1988, continuing a two-decade trend of very modest improve-
ment.” ‘See Table 8.1 for the reading scores.)

2. Scores in reading for African-American students fell
between 1988 and 1990 at all three age levels. (See Table 8.1.)
Between 1988 and 1990 the scores of African-American students
in mathematics remained relatively constant at all three age
levels, while in science they fell at the nine- and seventeen-year-
old levels and remained constant at the thirteen-year-old level
(Mullis and others, 1991).

3. The relative stability of the scores of white students
and the decrease in scores of African-American students led to
an increase in the size of the gap between 1988 and 1990. For
the first time in two decades, the difference in reading achieve-
ment scores increased at all three age levels. (See Table 8.1.)
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4. The gap is no longer continuing to close between the
scores of urban advantaged and disadvantaged students. For
the first time in many years, there was a clear increase between
1988 and 1990 in the gap for nine-year-old students and no
reduction in the gap for thirteen- and seventeen-year-olds. For
nine-year-olds the increase in the gap was substantial, over one-
quarter of a standard deviation, and was contributed to equally
by a drop in the scores of the disadvantaged and an increase
in the scores of the advantaged. At ages thirteen and seventeen

there were essentially 110 changes in the scores of either group.
(See Table 8.2.)

What Do Recent Findings Suggest?

First, as social conditions have deteriorated, the momentum for
improving educational opportunity, as assessed by loth the
changing emphasis of education reforms and the NAEP test
scores, has dissipated. The declines in reading and science scores
of African Americans are most certainly caused by a number
of factors, including out-of-school influences. Reading scores
are particularly sensitive to social and economic conditions, and
African Americans are disproportionately affected by increases
in the overall poverty rates and by declines in the quality of life
in the cities.

A second conclusion is that, although schooling as we
know it certainly cannot overcome all of the effects of inequi-
ties in the general social environment, the potential power of
schooling and especially of a coherent curricular strategy to help
provide equal opportunity should not be underestimated. The
impact of the moderately well-aligned and coherent basic skills
emphasis in the curriculum during the seventies and the early
eighties appears to have been a significant contributor to the
increase in African-American student scores; the decline in em-
phasis on basic skills in the late 1980s may have contributed
to the recent decreases in their scores.

Third, the reform emphasis on more challenging content
and skills either has not had much of an effect yet or the effect
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is not reflected on the NAEP tests.® As the reforms reach greater
numbers of students within states and as assessments are changed
to reflect the new content, we expect that there will be greater
and more detectable effects on children’s learning, just as there
were in the basic skills movement. Unless these reforms are
deliberately and aggressively implemented systemwide, how-
ever, we expect them to reach few schools of the disadvantaged.
Our best guess is that this combination of factors will con-
tinue to erode the relative quality of the education offered to
less advantaged students until and unless the coherence and clar-
ity of the back-to-basics movement is replaced with a similar
coherence and clarity in support of the new, challenging con-
tent. Simply aligning tests and the curriculum will not be enough,
however, as it was in the back-to-basics movement of the 1970s
and 1980s. At that time, the components of the system were
ready for the reform: teachers understood the basic skills con-
tent, the curriculum materials were already aligned with a fact-
and skill-oriented approach, and the instructional strategies were
routine and familiar. Today’s emphasis on challenging content,
by contrast, finds a system unprepared: most teachers lack the
necessary depth of content knowledge, appropriate instructional
materials are not available, and schools have little experience
with the new forms of instruction. Creating coherence through
alignment this time will require a much more focused and sus-
tained effort by policymakers at all levels of the system.

Reform Goal: Challenging Content for All Children

At the heart of content-based systemic reform is the tenet that
all children should have access to the new chalienging content
and, morcover, should be expected to learn this content to a
high standard of performance. This tenet is based on two key
assumptions of the current reform movement.

The first of these is that deep understanding of academic
content, complex thinking, and problem solving are not only
desirable and highly valued but have become necessary for respon-
sible citizenship in our diversc moden society. The complex
problems both of a modern U.S. democracy and of an inter-
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dependent world commurity require complex solutions and a
citizenry able to grapple with differing perspectives and novel
approaches. Moreover, many analysts link a perceived decline
in the quality of human capital in this country, as measured by
the relatively poor performance of U.S. students in international
achievement assessments, to the nation’s lack of economic com-
petitiveness. Sustained economic recovery, they suggest, rests
on an entire work force trained to creatively analyze, communi-
cate, and resolve problems in production and service delivery.

We do not intend to recapitulate the arguments for the
new content and pedagogy in any greater detail. What is im-
portant is that the need for instructional reform is taken for
granted in most policy circles. Supporting language and argu-
ments for such change pervade the texts of most reform docu-
ments, including the standards and reports of the National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), the National Academy
of Sciences, and the American Association for the Advancement
of Science; the speeches of presidential candidates, governors,
and chief state school officers; the publications of the Business
Roundtable and the official documents of the National Educa-
tion Goals Panel (1991) and NCEST (1992); and congressional
legislation.

With the exception of a few skeptics who point to a lack of
compelling data documenting the claims for curricular change, the
argument seems to have captured the education, business, and
political establishments. Even the skeptics agree that such a goal
would be desirable as long as the trade-offs were not too great.

As official bodies endorse it at state and national levels,
as organizations of experts design national and state content
frameworks and standards, and as curriculum and test devel-
opers redesign their materials to meet the new criteria, the con-
cept of challenging content and higher-order skills takes on an
aura of official policy.

And with the aura of policy comes the responsibility of
governments. Simple justice dictates that skills and knowledge
dcemed necessary for basic citizenship and economic opportunity
be available to af/ future citizens—that is, access must be dis-
tributed equally, not just equitably.

Q
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But if there is a body of knowiedge that citizens
must grasp, or think they must grasp, so as to play
their parts, then they have to go to school; and then
all of them have to go to school. Thus Aristotle,
in opposition to the practices of his own city: “the
system of education in a state must . . . be one and
the same for all and the provision of this system
must be a matter of public action” (Barker, 1948,
p. 370). . . . We can think of educational equality
as a form of welfare nrovision, where all children,
conceived as future citizens, have the same need
to know, and where the ideal of membership is best
served if they are all taught the same things [Walzer,
1991b, p. 244].

In line with the justice and equal access argument is the
second key assumption of the reform rovement: all children
can acquire these skills. This means not only that “all children
can learn,” an oft-quoted platitude of many reform documents,
but that all children can learn challenging content and complex problem-
solving skills.® This assumption is supported by recent psycho-
logical theory and research that finds that all children engage
in complex (higher-order) thinking tasks.1® Moreover, “dumb-
ing down” the material for the “disadvantaged” represents a clear
denial of their opportunity to learn challenging materiai of the
curriculum. “The most important single message of this body
of research is that complex thinking processes —elaborating the
given material, making inferences beyond what is explicitly pre-
sented, building adequate represen:ations, analyzing and con-
structing relationships—are involved in even the most appar-
ently elementary mental activities. Children cannot . . . become
good writers [for example] without engaging in complex problem-
solving-like processes” (Resnick, 1987, p. 45).

The assumption is also supported by existence proofs, ex-
amples of situations where students who are not expected to suc-
ceed do so when given the opportunity to icarn particularly
challenging material. Jaime Escalante’s work with lower-income
Mexican Americans in Advanced Placement mathematics is one
of the better known examples. (Sce Mathews, 1988.)
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If these assumptions are valid —that is, if the skills and
content are considered necessary and if all children can acquire
them —then it is the responsibility of our system and schools
to make the relevant instruction available to all students. This
does not mean that all children will achieve to the same degree.
It does mean that teachers and schools should have the mate-
rial and pedagogical resources to provide curricular access to
all children. Expressed in terms of equality of opportunity, we
might say that access to the necessary content should be (at least
in theory) equally distributed, with the result that outcomes
would be equitably distributed. Equity in the distribution of out-
comes means that while cutcomes would continue to differ, those
diffrrences would not be based on “educationally irrelevant”
criteria such as race, class, gender, or language. Thomas Green
refers to the argument underlying this notion as the “principle
of fair benefit distribution.”!!

It is important also to note that ensuring access to the
common content core does not necessarily mean all children
receive exactly the same curriculum. Indeed, we would expect
specific curricula to vary with the interests, backgrounds, and
cultures of the students and possibly of their teachers and schools.
Such diversity within a common core is an integral characteris-
tic of systemic curricular reform. Achieving it, however, is
neither straightforward nor easy.

First, there is great tension between responding to differ-
ences among students by providing them with different curric-
ula and affording all children access to common challenging con-
tent. Not to accommodate student differences—differences in
language, for example —could effectively deny access to large
numbers of students. At the same time, such “accommodation,”
if taken too far, could itself result in substantially different op-
portunities for different students. For the reform to be success-
ful, the approaches taken by all schools must be based on com-
mon curriculum frameworks and all students must be expected
and given the opportunity to perform at the same high standards
on a common assessment. But individual schools, to maximize
the opportunities for their particular students, must be free to
choose the instructional strategies, language of instruction, use
of curriculum materials, and topics to be emphasized.

LB NS R
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Second, different curriculum strategies may require differ-
ent instructional materials and personnel, which in turn may
require different dollar resources. We believe that in our already
unequal world, disparities in fiscal resources should be toler-
ated only if they serve to equalize access to the desired content
by providing more help to those students who need it the most.

Finally, in practice, we would not expect the impact of
a strategy that emphasized a common challenging curricular ap-
proach to overcome all of the disparities generated by social diass.
This would occur only if there were a major redistribution of
the opportunities outside of the schools. However, because differ-
ences in the complexity and challenges of present curricula are
highly correlated with class, we expect that in such a new re-
form the relationship between class and outcomes will be sub-
stantially reduced over the long run.

Systemic Reform: A Strategy for Reaching All Schools

We have argued that improving the content of instruction is
critical to improving the quality of schooling and that justice
dictates that all children should receive a curriculum of com-
mon content and equal quality. The question at this point is
whether a systemic reform strategy would provide poor and
minority students more equal access to the new curriculum than
would otherwise be available, and if so, how.

Logically, our response to this question has two parts.
The first, that reliance on other strategies is unlikely to ensure
change in many of the nation’s neediest schools, is mentioned
above and discussed more extensively in earlier publications
(Smith and O’'Day, 1991a, 1991b). Fragmentation of the cur-
rent policy system serves as a major obstacle to educational im-
provement from either the top down or the bottom up. Multi-
ple and conflicting messages from a variety of policy sources
and short-term magic bullet approaches to change dilute the im-
pact of centralized reform policies on classroom instruction. At
the same time, the policy structure provides little support for
generalizing or mainiaining changes engendered by a more
instruction-oriented school-by-school reform strategy. Without
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such support, schools with large numbers of already underserved
students are particularly unlikely to be able to make the kinds
of fundamental changes in instruction required by the new re-
forms. Where the changes do occur, it wili be the result cf the
tremendous hard work, foresight, and knowledge of dedicated
individuals in the affected schools. But personnel turnover,
“burnout,” and competing demands make the maintenance of
such schools tenuous at best, and the history of school reform
in the United States is replete with promising but eventually
failed examples of school-by-school change. Even the newly
forming networks of restructured schools, if forced to exist in
the currently fragmented and unsupportive policy environment,
will not be able to provide the infrastructure —to say nothing
of the resources —necessary for sustained improvement.

Indeed, if public education is to change in a serious and
productive way, it is not enough to convince a few leading schools
about the need and direction for the change in the hope that
these schools, by their example, will convince others to join the
movement. Rather, the vision of change must be powerful
enough to focus the public and all the levels of the governance
system on common challenging purposes and to sustain that fo-
cus over an extended period of time. From these common pur-
poses will stermn the strategy and mechanisms to ensure the deliv-
ery of an equitable and high-quality public education for all the
nation’s children.

How would this strategy work? This brings us to the sec-
ond part of our response. A common vision and set of curricu-
lum frameworks establish the basis in systemic curriculum re-
form for aligning all parts of a state instructional system — core
content, materials, teacher training, continuing professional de-
velopment, and assessment —to support the goal of delivering
a high-quality curriculum to all children. Over time a variety
of important though informal effects shouid flow from the com-
mon vision and alignment.

Most important, the frameworks should make public a
common, challenging set of expectations for what all children
should know and be able to do. These expectations would ap-
ply equally to all schools even though the specific curricula of
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the schools may differ. We should stress again that the implemen-
tation of a common content vision along with variation in cur-
ricula across schools will not be a trivial task to work out. In-
deed, if the nature of the differences in the school curricula vary
by social class or cultural group, they might be politically ex-
plosive. The task should be seen up front as an educational en-
deavor, one that embraces discussion and controversy about the
important social issues of what students should be expected to
learn in a diverse democratic society. Although there is r.oces-
sarily a political aspect to this undertaking, it would be a mis-
take to reduce it to primarily a power struggle among special
interest groups, as this could fracture the community and any
sense of common purpose. The task will be complicated fur-
ther, of course, because over time the curriculum frameworks
will have to change as content and pedagogical knowledge change
and as the system learns what it does well.!?

Despite these difficulties, the development and implemen-
tation processes themselves should help significantly to spread
curricular reforms throughout the system. The developmental
process itself should increase the awareness and interest of var-
ious education stakeholders in the content of instruction. More-
over, as their knowledge of the frameworks deepens over time,
parents, student advocates, the press, and others in the public
could help to reinforce the quality of the curriculum. For ex-
ample, a well-known set of curricular expectations should aid
parents both to assist their children in a more informed way
and to monitor the quality of their schools. In addition, we might
expect the press to be able to interpret assessment results better
if the assessments were designed to measure the content and
skills actually taught as part of the school curriculum. Careful,
thoughtful reporting about the overall progress in a school sys-
tem, rather than the sporadic, short-tcrm, project-oriented cover-
age that is now so prevalent in the press, could be of tremen-
dous value.

In addition to the reinforcing effects of public knowledge
and pressure, alignment of the various components of the sys-
tem should foster the spread of the reform through enhanced
professionalization of the teaching force. We sce this happening
in two ways. First, teachers would in time have a common and
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well-understood body of content that they had been trained to
teach and that would be reflected in their classroom curriculum
materials, even commercially developed ones. The common con-
tent would be shared across classrooms and grades, enhancing
professional conversation among teachers. The reinforcing effect
of the alignment of the parts of the system and of enhanced
professional conversation around a shared set of content goals
should aid in the development of a serious professional com-
munity within many schools, facilitating the transfer of effec-
tive strategies from school to school (Smith and O’Day, 1991b;
Lieberman and McLaughlin, 1992).

Second, new teachers and new professional development
strategies brought into a school should add to the reinforcing
effect. This would be unlike the present system where new
teachers are often unprepared to teach the school’s curriculum,
especially if it has challenging content, and where experienced
teachers often believe that professional development activities
are irrelevant to their classroom efforts. By aligning the con-
tent of professional development with the content of the class-
rooms, the systems of teacher preparation and professional de-
velopment would help to sustain and enhance the reform in the
classroom, rather than undercut it as is typically the case now.

All these reinforcing effects could provide substantial ben-
efits to schools with high percentages of low-income and minority
youth, as well as to schools with more advantaged youngsters.
Parents and advocates in low-income areas would have stronger
ammunition to hold schools to high standards of practice and
performance because they would have a much clearer sense
about what to éxpect from their schools. Moreover, schools in
predominately low-income areas are often buffeted by the whims
of reformers and by erratic support systems. A clear and con-
tinuing vision, structure, and system of support could enhance
the stability and coherence they need to be effective.

Standards for Schools and School Systems:
Mechanisms Toward Achieving Equal Opportunity!'?

We have argued that a clear vision of the content schools should
be prepared to teach, combined with coherent, supportive state
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policies, would encourage the growth of various reinforcing
mechanisms to strengthen curricular reform. But are these
enough to ensure that the reforms will reach all schools and all
children? In the ideal “good society,” we might not expect in-
stant across-the-board implementation of a complex reform but
we would expect fair implementation.

Unfortunately, we believe that in the absence of new
deliberate policy, our history as a nation shows that such fair-
ness is extremely unlikely. The deck will inevitably be stacked
against minorities, the poor, and the least politicaily powerful
and their schools (Kozol, 1991). Policy coherence may be a
necessary prerequisite to systemwide reform, but we cannot
imagine that it is sufficient.

How, then, might the playing field be evened out? What
deliberate policy steps could be taken to help ensure that the
schools of the poor and minorities receive an equitable distri-
bution of resources designed to enable them to provide their
students the opportunity to learn the desired content and skills?
Should schools, school systems, and states be offered incentives,
given technical assistance, and/or held accountable?

The approach most often suggested in current policy pro-
posals is a performance-based accountability model with clearly
defined outcome standards for schools.!* The standards would
be based on average levels of student performance and would
specify a satisfactory gain over time or an absolute level of
achievement. There are two conceptions of how performance-
based accountability would work. One would operate on the
fucl of good intentions and self-correction, assumine that schools
and school systems will respond quickly and productively when
they receive evidence of problems from outcome assessments.
Advocates sec a systemic curricular strategy as self correcting
because data from assessments that adequately measure the con-
tent that students are taught would provide corrective feedback
to the schools.

This performance-based model is attractive because it in-
volves a minimum of burcaucracy and regulation. However,
although feedback mechanisms are an important component of
any hcalthy system, they cannot be the sole mechanism for
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promoting equal opportunity to learn. Indeed, a solely perfor-
mance-based strategy might be likened to closing the barn door
after the horse is stolen. We know that many schools simply
do not have the resources to provide the level of opportunity
necessary for their students. We do not need to wait until we
have clear outcome documentation of failure before addressing
obvious problems.!* Moreover, once failure is noted, there is
no assurance in this model that schools of the poor would have
the knowledge or other capacity to improve, nor is there any
mechanism to stimulate outside assistance.

An alternative performance-based model would hold stu-
dents and schools, and presumably school systems and even
states, accountable for their respective performances. If they
failed to meet a preestablished performance standard, some cor-
rective action would be required. Conversely, if they met or sur-
passed their goals, they would receive a reward. Unlike the first
model, this strategy would provide stimulating mechanisms for
both continued improvement and corrective action, possibly in-
cluding penalties. Judiciously used, it might be an important
stimulus for equity, though it also would close the barn door
too late.

There are, however, two deeper and more important
problems with any simple performance-based accountability
model that relies primarily on rewards and sanctions. The first
of these is that the model assumes that low-achieving schools
perform poorly because school personnel lack the will to improve.
Rewards and sanctions are designed to stimulate that will, and
in appropriate situations they may be quite successful. How-
ever, where limited capacity in preparation, resources, or per-
sonnel is a problem, as it is in many schools serving poor and
minority students, such an approach is unlikely to yield meaning-
ful results. Indeed, in the absence of sufficient resources or a
clear idea of how to improve, the pressure to get more students
to pass the examination may pull schools toward narrow “beat
the examination” strategies rather than toward upgrading the
quality of the curriculum and instruction.

The second problem is that it is essential for the public
to see the accountability process as legitimate. When a perfor-
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mance-based accountability system uses punitive action in re-
sponse to the failure of a school to meet its performance stan-
dards, the school and community must perceive the action as
fair and justified. This means that the school must be seen as
having had a reasonable opportunity to meet the performance
standard. It is not legitimate to hold students accountable un-
less they have been given the opportunity to learn the material
on the examination. Similarly, teachers or schools cannot legiti-
mately be held accountable for how well their students do un-
less they have the preparation and resources to provide the stu-
dents the opportunity to learn. A central question, then, is under
what conditions might a school legitimately be held accounta-
ble for the performance of its students?

This question and our belief that performance standards
alone are not enough to stimulate the education system to meet
the needs of poor and minority students suggest to us the need
for additional mechanisms. The NCEST report (1392) and the
Education and Labor Committee in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives came to the same conclusion.!é Both groups recom-
mended school delivery standards be established that include
inputs as well as outcomes and that would (1) amplify the vision
and structure provided by the curriculum frameworks and re-
form strategy for school improvement efforts by schools and
school systems and (2) establish criteria for determining under
what conditions students might legitimately be held acccunta-
ble for their performance on “high-stakes” assessments.

In the following sections we develop a way of thinking
about standards for schools that would meet these purposes. We
do so recognizing the dangers involved. Given past tendencies
toward governmental regulation in such matters, specification
of inputs runs the risk of becoming a bureaucratic exercise that
would in fact undermine the authority and responsibility of lo-
cal school professionals for constructing the most effective school
organization and instructional strategies for their students. We
have tried to avoid thic danger.

We have, however, included considerable detail both
about what school standards might be and about how they might
be used. This detail turns out to be quite useful for exploring
exactly where we believe responsibility in a school system should
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lie anc how standards might be used to foster equal opportu-
nity. In fact, exploration of these issues led us to consider more
specifically concerns about the relationship between a quality
education and equal educational opportunity.

One way to look at this relationship in the context of sys-
temic reform is to define a quality education as the opportunity
to learn well the content of the frameworks. Equal educational
opportunity might then be achieved by providing all students
a quality education. In this context, school standards, by defining
an opportunity to learn, become the operational specifications
for both educational quality and equality, at least insofar as the
content of the frameworks is concerned. Green (1982) described
the underlying relationship as follows: “If we succeed in advanc-
ing the spread of educational excellence, then we will tend to
resolve major problems of equity. The pursuit of excellence is
more likely to produce gains in equity than policies in pursuit
of equality are likely to produce gains in excellence. Or, to put
the point in still other words, there is a stronger connection be-
tween seeking excellence and finding equity than between get-
ting equality and getting excellence” (paraphrased in Green,
1991, p. 233).

Linking quality and equality provides a powerful but very
general formulation. Two immediate qualifications should be
made: first, schools would have to pass a quite rigorous stan-
dard to demonstrate that they were providing an “opportunity
to learn” and second, we have provided a narrow definition of
a “quality” education. For the purposes of this discussion, we
have focused entirely on classroom learning in the context of
the content in the systemic curriculuin reform. Other impor-
tant dimensions to school quality and equality deserve atten-
tion but are outside of the context of systemic curriculum re-
form; we would expect schools to vary on these dimensions but
not to vary on providing all students the opportunity to learn.!?

What Is Meant by School
Standards in Systemic Curriculum Reform?

As we thought about how to conceptualize school standards, four
guiding idcas emerged.
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First, standards should be parsimonious and well focused.
We are aware of the history of difficulties Americans and others
have had in developing and implementing sensible quality stan-
dards. Too often they degrade into minimum standards and
senseless bureaucratic exercises with long lists of easily measured
but essentially meaningless elements (Wise, 1979). Parsimony,
that is, few standards based on a clear and defensible concep-
tual model of what we want to assess, should help to combat
this proclivity.

Second, within the context of content-driven systemic re-
form, the purpose of school standards should be to provide oper-
ational specifications for assessing whether a school is giving its
students the opportunity to learn the content and skills set out
in the curriculum frameworks. Focusing on the content of the
frameworks provides the basis for both parsimony and rigor in
standard setting.

Third, the use of school standards in a systemic curricu-
lum strategy is predicated on a different way of thinking about
the relationship between school inputs and student achievement
outcomes — a conceptualization that offers substantial promise
of allowing a clear linkage between inputs and outcomes.

To date, research has failed to find a consistent relation-
ship between school resources and student achievement out-
comes. One hypothesis about why this is so is that inputs and
outcomes have been defined in such a way as almost to preclude
the discovery of linkages that do exist. The basic problem is that,
with the exception of the most elementary decoding skills in read-
ing and of basic computation facts in mathematics, the U.S.
education system lacks a common vision of what outcomes
should be expected of our students. Textbooks offer one con-
ception, standardized achievement tests another, and district-
and school-designed curriculum materials a third. Different vi-
sions about what students should know and what schools should
teach exist across districts in most states, across schools in most
districts, and across grades and classrooms in many schools.

The corollary of this problem is that there is no substan-
tive basis on which to determine quality of resources. For ex-
ample, one measure of teacher quality commonly used is the
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teacher’s educational attainment —or, more specifically, the pres-
ence or absence of a master’s degree. However, if the course-
work required for the higher degree is unrelated to the content
the teacher actually teaches or to the tests the students take, it
is not surprising that the teacher’s attainment has little impact
on student achievement.

A systemic reform strategy that aligns the fundamental
elements of the education infrastructure (teacher training, cer-
tification, continuing professional development, curriculum
materials, school curriculum, and assessment) provides a new
and importantly different way of thinking about the essential
resources and practices of a high-quality school. The common
content and alignment of key components of the system pro-
vide a basis for identifying the necessary core of appropriate
resources and practices and for determining whether they are
of sufficient quality for providing all students the opportunity
to learn the challenging material of the curriculum frameworks.!8

Finally, our understanding of what the essential resources
are and of what constitutes quality in curriculum and instruc-
tion will change as systemic reform is implemented and as we
understand more about teaching and learning. It will therefore
be important to view school standards as dynamic and supportive
of the entire school system’s learning to improve over time. They
should be constructed and assessed in such a way that they both
rely on and foster professional judgment.

With these guides in mind, we suggest a particular way
of thinking about school standards in order to explore a difficult
set of issues. Our own thinking on these issues is very much
in the formative process and we in no way wish to imply that
the formulation we give here is either the correct or the only
one. We have included considerable detail in this discussion to
sharpen and clarify the issues.

In our current conception, school standards would have
three parts. They would spell out criteria for determining whether
a school (1) has the essential human and other materials to offer
all of its students the opportunity to learn the content of the cur-
riculum frameworks to a high level of performance (resource stan-
dards), (2) actually implements a program of study likely to
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provide its students such an opportunity (practice standards), and
(3) meets challenging goals, as measured by the percentage of
students who successfully achieve a high performance level (ou:-
come or performance standards). In the next three sections we ex-
plore some of the ways in which these three components of school
standards might be further defined. In later sections we con-
sider how the standards might be assessed and used for the pur-
poses of school improvement and accountability.

Resource Standards. In the interest of parsimony we ar-
gue that only those resources deemed directly necessary for im-
plementing the overall systemic strategy be included in the defini-
tion of resource standards. Obvious candidates include teachers
and administrators knowledgeable of and able to teach the con-
tent of the frameworks and a planned school curriculum, profes-
sional development programs, assessments, and instructional
materials and resources (such as laboratories), all in line with
the frameworks. On the one hand, this highly targeted approach
should help to guard against the kind of overregulatory “wish
list” that might otherwise be generated by the exercise of defin-
ing school standards. At the same time, however, it excludes
from the standards some resources that many people (ourselves
included) believe every school should have.'® The one exception
to this criterion of a direct link between the frameworks and
the standards is that we believe it critical to ensure through the
standards that every school has a physically safe environment
for all participants. Without that, little learning of anything but
sheer survival techniques is possible.

Assessing whether the resource standards have been met
for any given school would then be a matter of defining and
addressing such questions as: Does the school have the neces-
sary resources in sufficient quantity to make them available to
all relevant staff and students? Are the resources appropriate, not
only for the overall strategy but also for the specific students
in that school? That is, are they aligned with the frameworks
and in a form (for example, language) that will make the desired
content and skills accessible to the students in that school? And
finally, arc the necessary resources of sufficiently high quality, both
in content and in form, to cnable the students to learn the con-

30
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tent to a high level of performance? Are rhe resources sufficiently
well managed to support instruction?

This approach to defining resource standards meets our
guiding ideas: it focuses attention on curriculum and instruc-
tion and on the provision of an “opportunity to learn” for all
students, it gives a strategy for keeping the number of standards
small, and it provides a conceptualization that could guide sys-
tem learning and improvement. It offers a focused alternative
to the conventional generic assessment of resources used for ac-
creditation or other school assessment purposes.

Practice Standards. A more complete understanding of
whether a school provides all students the opportunity to learn
the content of the curriculum frameworks would come from an
analysis of the actual curriculum and related practices of the
school. Addressing this issue will be a particularly challenging
task in American schools in the context of the system we envi-
sion. In a school system where the curriculum is rigidly pre-
scribed and where the school population is relatively homogene-
ous, the complexity of the task might be reduced, but that will
not be the case in most American schools.

Our principa! focus is on practices directly related to im-
plementing the systemic reform. This continues to place our atten-
tion squarely on the issues of curriculum and instruction in the classroom.
Effectively, the practice standards should paralle! the resource
standards but with attention to actual implementation. Most
likely, schools will not be able to meet practice standards un-
less resource standards have also been met. These standards
should address such questions as: Does the curriculum as taught
in the school reflect the curriculum frameworks? Is the class-
room curriculum and pedagogy powerful and appropriate to the
needs and cultures of the particular students in the school? Does
the school build on an understanding of the cuitural, linguistic,
and other strengths of its students? Do the profcssional devel-
opment activities of the school focus on improving the capacity
of the school to give all students the opportunity to learn the
content of the curriculum frameworks?

We elevate two areas outside of the direct implementa-
tion of systemic reform elements as critical practice standards.
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One, which parallels the resource standards, is that the work
environment be safe for teachers and students. The other is that
mutual respect among staff and students is encouraged and prac-
ticed. Safety and respect influence all interactions among indi-
viduals within a school. The absence of either of these two con-
ditions makes productive classrooms extremely unlikely.

Defining the input side (resources and practice) of school
standards as focused directly on the implementation of systemic
reform would provide a very powerful mechanism for assisting
in school improvement and for exposing true inequalities in op-
portunity among schools, far more powerful, we believe, than
using conventional definitions of inputs.

Performance (Outcome) Standards. School input standards
address the first two parts of our three-part conceptualization
of school standards. School performance standards in a systemic
reform strategy could provide a powerful gauge for determin-
ing whether students are actually learning the challenging con-
tent of the curriculum frameworks. The alignment between the
curriculum and the assessment instrument would provide a
degree of content validity to the measures well beyond that
provided by current tests.

In the context of school standards, the concern is with
the aggregate performance of a school’s students. Does the school
reach a satisfactory level of performance in providing all stu-
dents the opportunity to learn the content of the curriculum
frameworks to a high standard??°

An important design issue here is how to define “satisfac-
tory level of performance.” For example, a school might meet
its performance standards either if the percentage of students
who met high student performance standards improved by a
set number of points or if some high, preestablished percentage
of students met their student standards.?! The first alternative
would establish yearly goals for schools that initially had only
a small percentage of students succeeding while the second would
represent an ultimate target for all schools. A somewhat more
sophisticated approach would address some important equity
issues by defining acceptable school performance not only in
terms of the total student body but also in terms of major sub-
groups within the school.
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Other design issues regarding performance standards con-
cern the nature of the assessments themselves. Puzzles as to how
to develop appropriate assessments for use with challenging cur-
riculum frameworks are receiving substantial attention in the
United States and other developed nations. The impetus for con-
centrating on these issues arises from an important critique of
the adequacy of conventional norm-referenced achievement tests
for assessing the kinds of learning the new reforms seek to en-
gender. Reformers believe that complex performance tasks and
portfolios are more appropriate for the kinds of content and skills
to be taught as well as more “authentic” —that is, more like the
kinds of activities that should go on in the classrooms. Criticizing
norm referencing for its reliance on ranking students, reformers
argue for its replacement by “absolute” high standards of per-
formance.??

These are exciting and important ideas, but they are far
from fully conceptualized, much less developed and implemented.
This is yet another reason why as states move to implement sys-
temic curriculum reform they must be patient and deliberate
and not sacrifice quality for urgency. A mismatch between the
content and skills of the framework and those measured by the
assessment or an assessment system that is poorly designed or
unreliable will hurt all of the schools in the state but will hurt
the schools of poor and minority students most of all.

Assessing and Using School Standards for
School Improvement and Accountability?

It is one thing to think conceptually about what school stan-
dards might be. It is another to imagine how to implement a
system that actually assesses and uses them.?* A number of im-
portant issues have to be addressed at the very outset of this
process.

One set of issues concerns the inherent difficulty of con-
ceptualizing and measuring the standards. Recognizing that
teachers must be knowledgeable about the frameworks, for in-
stance, is clearly not the same as operationalizing criteria and
standards to assess that knowledge. And once we determinc
whether a teacher is sufficiently knowledgeable (that is, mects
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the resource standard for knowledge), how then do we deter-
mine if he or she is meeting the practice standards for teach-
ing? And how do we then aggregate this information to the level
of the school? Suppose five teachers out of forty fail one or
another of these standards; has the school failed to meet its stan-
dards? To address these difficult questions will require deep un-
derstanding of schools and school systems.

Part of the difficulty of designing and measuring standards
arises from the importance of addressing equity concerns through-
out the process. The new approaches to student assessment, for
example, pose a variety of problems. The psychometric char-
acteristics of performance tasks und portfolios and other forms
of authentic tasks are largely unknown. In particular, their sen-
sitivity to bias due to circumstances extraneous to schooling is
essentially unstudied. Other problems arise in the assessment
of resource and practice standards. For instance, it will be neces-
sary to determine the appropriate resources in schools with very
diverse student bodies. Who will make such determ’nations?
Will suburban teachers be able to fairly assess inner-city schools
that have very different kinds of students than those with whom
they are familiar? Equiry issues will have to be addressed at ev-
ery stage of the design, development, and implementation of
school standards and, indeed, of systemic curriculum reform.

A second set of issues concerns the broader conceptuali-
zation of who will perform the assessments. In our view, the
assessment of school standards must rest primarily on profes-
sional judgment, that is, on careful investigation and reflection
by teachers and other practicing educators about whether a
school has appropriate high-quality resources and practices to
offer all its students an opportunity to learn the desired con-
tent. Four advantages of a professional model for standard as-
sessment come to mind. First, the complexity of what’s being
assessed — particularly the practice standards—requires the ex-
perience and judgment of professionals. Those less knowledge-
able would be more likely to reduce the assessments to mechan-
ical and largely useless checklists of traditional school inputs.
Second, for the assessments to have an impact on actual instruc-
tion, they must be seen as legitimate by the instructional staff
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in the schools. Teachers are more likely to respect and respond
to suggestions made by other professionals after a thorough in-
vestigation of the specific content of their school than to results
of a more quantifiable evaluation. Third, the assessment process
itself has the potential for becoming a source of high-quality
professional development for those involved. Professionals on
review teams would learn not only from the experiences of those
they review but also from collaboration amongst themselves.
Moreover, they would serve to spread knowledge about com-
mon problems throughout the system, advancing the under-
standing of those both at the school site and beyond. Finally,
such a model would provide an avenue for keeping the stan-
dards themselves dynamic, for professionals would be more likely
to identify problems that arise in the definition or application
of specific standards and would be more able to suggest appropri-
ate changes.

A third set of issues concerns the ways in which the stan-
dards are used and their resulting impact on the system as a
whole. We have argued that the purpose of school standards
should be to improve curriculum and instruction, and more spe-
cifically to help ensure that all students have an equal opportu-
nity to learn the desired content to a high level of performance.
Logically this can happen in three ways: through seli-generated
improvement as part of the normal functioning of the organi-
zational unit or individual; through special system-generated
efforts aimed at improvement (soft accountability mechanisms);
and through a strong accountability structure involving rewards
and sanctions designed to motivate or force improvement.

Self-Generated Improvement. First, the standards can pro-
vide guides and targets for all levels of the system in their day-
to-day functioning. This is based on the notion that it is the
professional responsibility of all actors in the system to help ensure
that the school standards are met. Thus, the primary question
at each level would be: How does this policy, resource alloca-
tion, or practice enhance or detract from the ability of the schools
to meet the school standards? A powerful by-product of this ques-
tion is that it would keep all levels focused on issues of curricu-
lum and instruction. It could also help to foster continuity in
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policy across changes in superintendents, school boards, prin-
cipals, and teachers.

In addition, the various levels of the governance struc-
ture and individuals within those levels would have particular
administrative responsibility, both for the activities of their own level
or unit and for those oftheir.subordinate levels. Thus, the state
would be responsible for ensuring to the best of its ability that
the districts had the resources necessary to help all schools in
their jurisdiction meet the resource standards. The district would
have a similar responsibility in relation to the school, within
the constraints imposed by the state. The school, depending upon
the degree of authority it exercised over such issues as person-
nel selection and curriculum design, would be responsible for
making decisions that enhanced its ability to meet the school
standards.

Within such a structure, all levels and units would en-
gage in self-generated improvement efforts as part of their nor-
mal functioning, not unlike the organizational learning and im-
provement that are part of any successful organization. One
focus of these efforts at the district and state levels would be to
make certain that schools with low-income and minority stu-
dents received a fair shake. In this regard, superintendents of
local districts could especially benefit from regular, independent
information about whether their schools were meeting the stan-
dards. In large urban systems, moreover, the introduction of
curricular continuity and of supportive school standards could
in itself go a long way toward establishing the groundwork for
sustained improvement.

At the level of the school, school standards could estab-
lish understandable and challenging targets in their efforts to
improve instruction and opportunities for all their students. The
standards could provide a focus in the development of school
plans, shape internal decision making about the use and pur-
chase of key resources, and supply models for improving class-
room practice. They could also furrish supportive rationales for
schools in their efforts to obtain necessary resources and tech-
nical assistan: ¢ from districts and states.

In all these efforts, the general goal would be to create
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a climate where the system as a whole was continually learning
and improving. Additional means of fostering this goal could
also be incorporated into the very design and assessment of
school standards. One way to do this would be to think of the
standards, like curriculum frameworks, as continually evolv-
ing as new knowledge is developed. Another would be to in-
volve as many practicing teachers as possible in the design and
assessment. The deliberate involvement of large numbers of
teachers and other school professionals in system-maintenance
and improvement tasks should help create a common culture
that continually focuses on the quality of the curriculum and
instruction. Finally, school standards could help design system
standards for school districts and states.

System-Generated School Impr.: ~ment: Soft Accountabil-
ity. Efforts to improve individual schools may also come from
outside the schools themselves, generated by system mechanisms
or public pressure. We believe these soft accountability efforts
could profit from the guidance of school standards as well.

System-generated improvement efforts would be specific
proactive steps taken by districts and states to achieve the stan-
dards in all schools. They would involve specific activities and
programs focused directly on ensuring that all schools have the
resources and technical assistance to meet the school standards.
We do not have a “formula” for the right mix of state and local
activities to make up this support system, but we do have a se-
ries of ideas about important components. We also believe it
would be effective to concentrate on those schools needing the
most help while assisting schools throughout the system.

One component of the support structure would be general
system activities and programs. For example, states and dis-
tricts should take steps to ensure that school professionals have
access to high-quality continuing professional development pro-
grams focused on assisting them to meet the school standards —
that is, to understand the core content, to design and implement
effective curricula and instructional strategies, and to organize
the school in ways that support high achievement. The statc
might encourage or otherwise stimulate state higher education
institutions to develop appropriate programs and, with the assis-
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tance of local teachers, might recommend or even certify pro-
grams developed by vendors outside the system.

The state or local district could also underwrite the basic
costs of teacher networks as well as other relevant professional
development programs. In systemic curriculum reform, schools
and teachers may be more likely to benefit from the experiences
of other teachers and schools working on the same problems,
which could happen on a regula: basis through teacher networks,
professional development activities run by the district, and other
ways of sharing information (Lieberman and McLaughlin, 1992).

A more aggressive district or state strategy would involve
continuous monitoring of how well the schools were meeting
the standards. One purpose would be to track schools’ perfor-
mance over time, both as a check on the overall system and as
a trigger for technical assistance when needed. This type of mon-
itoring could easily be centralized at the district and state levels.

Another purpose would be to understand more deeply the
needs of schools so as to provide supportive services and re-
sources. This would require knowing which schools met the
school standards and analyzing why some failed to meet them.
One strategy would be to have regular school reviews by teams
of experienced teachers drawn from outside districts, to assess
the appropriateness and quality of a school’s resources and prac-
tices. Reviews might occur at regular intervals (for cxample,
every three years) in areas of high nced and less often elsewhere.
They could be triggered by particularly low school performance
on the student assessments. The results of the reviews could be
used to provide feedback to the schools, to indicate to districts
the schools’ needs for assistance, and, under extreme circum-
stances, to trigger stronger accountability mechanisms.

A different strategy could be borrowed from overscas.
School inspectors in Ircland, England, or France are former
teachers who work for the central authority, the Ministry, serv-
ing as technical advisers and quality-control monitors for a group
of schools. They co:..duct professional development activities,
oversee and cvaluate the progress of novice tcachers, assist
schools in obtaining resources, and work with principals and
teachers to improve their schools. If implemented in the United




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Systemic Reform 285

States in the context of a commonly shared curricular strategy,
a system of inspectors could be a powerful source for sharing
ideas and enforcing common standards; inspectors could also
operate as a professional force in the political arena. Their role
in the system could combine the functions mentioned above with
the function of a warning system for schools that are not meet-
ing the standards. Indeed, in times of scarce resources the in-
spectors might focus on areas where schools are deemed less
likely to have the capacity to meet the school standards. In cases
where strong action is recommended, an inspector’s evaluation
and recommendations might be augmented by those of a review
team to provide independent judgment.

Monitoring strategies could keep the issues of school im-
provement and school quality continually at the front of the
state’s agenda. Any monitoring strategy, however, would have
to have a high level of credibility, based on the quality of the
reviewers. It would also need the clear backing of the district
or state, which would have to take the results seriously and act
on them quickly, if necessary.

In our view, self-generated and system-generated im-
provement should be the cornerstone use for school standards.
When such improvement efforts fail to produce the needed
results, however, stronger accountability mechanisms may be
required.

Strong Accountability: Using Rewards and Sanctions.
Earlier we argued that a strong accountability model would re-
quire school standards to operate fairly. We are now ready to
imagine how such a model might work. This section considers
issues of both student and institutional (school and district) ac-
countability and how these might play out within the state edu-
cation system.?> The next section considers how school stan-
dards might influence ways in which institutions external to the
regular state education system (state and federal courts and fed-
eral legislation) might hold the state and local education agen-
cies accountable for providing equal opportunity to all students.

The central purpose of a strong accountability strategy
should be to improve teaching and learning. The assumption
of accountability strategies is that rewards and punishments
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based on the degree of success in achieving clear standards will
motivate both students and educators to high levels of perfor-
mance. High stakes in theory will increase motivation and per-
formance. Another purpose of accountability is to protect stu-
dents. When other methods of school improvement fail to ensure
that the schools offer all students the opportunity to learn, the
public must be able to hold the district and state accountable.

Fair Student Accountability. The typical conception of stu-
dent accountability is that a student’s future educational or oc-
cupational opportunities should rest at least to some extent on
whether he or she has met a preestablished performance stan-
dard on an assessment. In practice, we hope that the process
in the United States would be more complex. At a minimum,
we argue that assessments used for student accountability should
not occur until late in the school career, that high-stakes deci-
sions should involve additional information beyond that con-
tained in the assessment, and that there should be second chances
for students who do not succeed.

In addition, we believe one other condition is necessary
if student assessments are to have any legitimate role in high-
stakes decisions: students must have had the opportunity to learn
well the material on the assessment. We have presented ethical
arguments for the notion of legitimate accountability. Those argu-
ments are further supported by recent developments in psycho-
metric theory regarding test validity. Sam Messick and others
hold that a test is not in itself valid or invalid, but instead va-
lidity resides in the way a test is used and in the effects it has
on the individuals and institutions that use it. They term this
new approach consequential validity (Messick, 1989; Linn, 1991).

The criteria for determining the consequential validity of
an assessment will vary, depending on the intended use, but
for most purposes (especially those involving accountability) the
criteria would include concepts highly congruent with the basic
components of systemic reform and school standards. These in-
clude curricular relevance (the assessment should reflect the cur-
riculum), instructional opportunity for all students (opportu-
nity to learn the curriculum), instructional sensitivity (assessment
performance should be sensitive to variation in the quality and
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content of instruction), and generalizability (on replication, the
assessment should produce the same results). These four criteria
would all be necessary for an assessment to have consequential
validity as part of a student or school accountability system. In
a systemic curricular strategy, we believe a high-quality, curric-
ulum-based assessment would be more likely to satisfy the criteria
for consequential validity (and therefore for legitimate account-
ability) in a school that had met the school standards.

There is also some legal precedent supporting the ethical
and psychometric arguments we have presented. During the late-
1970s minimum-competencies era, a federal court of appeals
in Florida in Debra P. v. Turlington (1981) upheld a lower-court
decision that restricted Florida’s use of a minimum competency
requirement for graduation. There were two parts to the deci-
sion. One was due process: all students were entitled to ade-
quate notice and the opportunity to prepare for the test before
suffering adverse consequences. The other was equai protection:
African-American children who had been educated in segre-
gated, constitutionally inadequate schools could not be made
to suffer adverse consequences for the inferior education that
had been foisted on them.?¢ If the assessments in a systemic cur-
riculum reform are used for high-stakes accountability for stu-
dents, school standards could provide legal criteria for assess-
ing whether students had been provided due process and equal
protection.?’

School Accountability. Accountability, whatever the tar-
get, might be said to have both a positive and negative face.
With regard to school accountability, there are many good rea-
sons for taking positive action when a school succeeds in pass-
ing the school performance standards. Rewards, particularly
those shared by an entire staff, can help keep morale high and
stimulate ongoing improvement. We are primarily concerned
here, however, with the darker side of school accountability.

Although schools cannot be held legally accountable for
the failing performance of their students (legal responsibility rests
with the state and local school boards), it might be reasonable
for districts and, under certain circumstances, states to hold
schools administratively accountable.?® In the section on school
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improvement, we consiuered some ways in which districts and
states would exercise moderate means of holding schools ad-
ministratively accountable. But what about situations in which
school improvement activities fail to help the school meet the
school standards? Could districts and states exercise a stronger
form of accountability?

Certainly a school should only be held accountable if it
has the resources to meet the school standards. If the resource
standards have been met and the school has a reasonable degree
of autonomy and flexibility, a district or state might legitimately
hold the school accountable for meeting the performance and
practice standards. If the school failed to improve after continu-
ous assistance, “high-stakes” action might be called for. One ap-
proach would be to protect the students by providing them
resources to transfer to other schools. While this strategy might
help individual students, it leaves many questions unresolved,
including what to do with the existing staff. Another approach
would be to “reconstitute the school”— that is, replace all of the
instructional staff including the principal and engage a new
faculty with the responsibility for bringing the school up to stan-
dards. This approach would be taken only after repeated efforts
at school improvement had failed. This strategy has been used
in San Francisco in the context of a desegregation case (San Fran-
cisco NAACP v. San Francisco Unified School District, 1983). In Ken-
tucky, a similar strategy is available to the state when a school
does not meet certain performance standards (Kentucky Re-
form Act of 1990).

We sympathize with the reasons for this approach. Too
often, the schools of the poor have been allowed to fail their stu-
dents without any consequence. But a number of questions
plague us. Would the “old” staff be fired? Would they be dis-
tributed throughout the system? From where would the new staff
be drawn? How would this work in a small system? Would the
measures for assessing whether the school could legitimately be
held accountable have to be psychometrically stronger than the
assessments used to trigger school improvement efforts?

District Accountability. A district derives ‘rom the state
the legal responsibility for making sure that all of its schools
are meeting the school standards, and ultimately it is the state

T
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that must hold districts accountable. But as in the case of school
accountability, there is a “legitimate accountability” issue for
districts as well. The district must have access to sufficient
resources to provide all of its schools the opportunity to meet
the school standards, a particularly important issue in schools
with large numbers of low-income and minority students. These
schools are often in districts that do not have access to the neces-
sary resources.

Assuming that the state is doing its share to provide the
resources, however, is it legitimate and reasonable for the state
to hold its districts accountable for ensuring that schools in their
Jjurisdiction meet the school standards? States, including New
Jersey and California, have taken some steps along these lines
in recent years, though in most instances the measures of ac-
countability were fiscal and not educational.

Ultimately, the problem is “What the devil do you do?”
Taking funds away from the district does not seem reasonable
to us, and the human resources are not available to “reconsti-
tute” the district. Removing some authority from the school

board and replacing the superintendent have been the primary
strategies to date. The private sector might be providing another
alternative: in some cases educational and management con-
sultant groups have offered to take over responsibility for manag-
ing a troubled district out of its problems. These and other strate-
gies require exploration.

The Use of School Standards by
Institutions External to the School System

A final use for school standards involves actions that could be
taken by courts, legislatures, and advocates against a district
or state for not providing equal opportunity. School standards
provide a measure of equal opportunity. If the assessments of
school standards were at least partially open to public scrutiny,
the level of public accountability would be greatly enhanced.

State and federal courts and legislatures have struggled
for years to define equal opportunity. Traditionally, govern-
ments and courts have focused on the equality of finances and
generic, easily defined school resources. School finance reform
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has emphasized equality of expenditures, within certain param-
eters of political and fiscal feasibility. The educational arguments
for desegregation and for eliminating tracking are often based
upon equalizing the resources available to all students, includ-
ing the curriculum and student composition.

Courts and legislatures could redefine their understand-
ing of equal educational opportunity in the context of a systemic
curricular strategy. We have argued that equal opportunity for
poor and minority students would be achieved when their schools
meet the standards for providing all of their students the op-
portunity to achieve a high standard of performance on assess-
ments based on the curriculum frameworks. Of course, provid-
ing this opportunity may require very different strategies for
different students. Specifically, to meet the school standards,
schools of the poor and otherwise less advantaged may require
more and quite different resources than schools of the more ad-
vantaged.

The basis for moving to this redefinition of equal oppor-
tunity is grounded in ethical arguments, embedded in the ideas
about resource and practice standards for schools, and supported
by arguments for legitimate accountability and consequential
validity.?® The reformulation rests on two interrelated points:
(1) the alignment and coherence of the proposed system around
challenging curriculum standards, which provides a way of relat-
ing cducation standards for schools to student opportunity to
lcarn the curriculum; and (2) a conception of equality of op-
portunity as being met through provision of opportunity to learn.

Some examples should help. At the state level, concep-
tions of the “right to an education” and equal opportunity are
deeply embedded in many state constitutions. In New Jersey,
for example, the state constitution requires that all students
receive a “thorough and efficient”® education. In a case argued
before the New Jersey Supreme Court, Robinson v. Cahill (1973),
the complainant originally argued that the “thorough and effi-
cient” clause required the state to provide enough money so that
cach child could undertake the ordinary duties of citizenship
and had the minimum education so that he or she may be able
to read, write, and function in a political environment. The court
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found that the amount of state funds allocated to education was
inadequate to yield the mandated equal opportunity (Tracten-
berg, 1974, pp. 312, 315; Yudof, Kirp, van Geel, and Levin,
1982, pp. 609-610). Seventeen vears later the case, now called
Abbott v. Burke (1990), was brought back to the New Jersey
Supreme Court, which unanimously ruled that the “thorough
and efficient” provision had continued to be violated. This time
the court argued not only for fiscal equality but for equity in
services and programs for students in poor urban districts.

A second example is Edgewood Independent School District v.
Kirby (1989). In this case, the Texas Supreme Court reversed
a court of appeals decision and upheld a district court ruling
that found that the state school financing system violated both
the state constitution’s equal protection provision and its “effi-
ciency” mandate. “The court found that the state foundation pro-
gram did not cover ‘even the cost of meeting the state-mandated
minimum requirements’” (Taylor and Piché, 1990, p. 14).
Although the focus of the court’s decision was on finances, the
amount of financing necessary was traced back to state educa-
tion requirements. “The court cited specific ways in which rich
districts were superior to poor ones. It noted disparities in for-
eign language, pre-kindergarten, math and science, and extra-
curricular activities” (Taylor and Piché, 1990, p. 14).

While courts have struggled with the concept of equality
of opportunity in school finance cases, as represented by states’
equal protection clauses and phrases such as “thorough and
efficient,” there is typically no agreed-on framework for under-
standing what equality actually means in practice. It has been
left to legislatures to try to accomplish the generalized lofty prin-
ciples, but the results are generally based on vague definitions
of services and programs, politics, and monetary constraints.

Equality of opportunity is defined earlier in this chapter,
not as a common level of generic resources but as the provision
of the resources and practices necessary to provide all students
the opportunity to learn the content of the frameworks. In a
systemic curriculum reform, the opportunity to learn is defined
in terms of the school standards. The determination of whether
a student receives the kind of education required by many state




[€)

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

292 Designing Coherent Education Policy

constitutions could rest on whether the student is in a school
that meets the school resource and practice standards. We be-
lieve that these standards could be a more powerful lever for
providing educational opportunity to poor and minority students
than those typically used in school finance cases.

Because there are dimensions to equal schooling other than
those covered by a systemic curriculum strategy, we would not
expect the school standards to constitute all of the criteria neces-
sary for satisfying a requirement such as New Jersey’s “thorough
and efficient” clause. However, we would expect that such criteria
would form the core definition. To meet other needs fiscal criteria
would probably be required as well. We are intrigued with
Clune’s conception of a substitute for the prevailing use of “fiscal
neutrality” in school finance cases (Clune, 1992). Clune argues
for a three-part remedy consisting of “1) a base program of
substantial equality of spending throughout the state . . . 2) a sub-
stantial amount of compensatory aid based on a realistic needs
assessment of children in poverty . . . [and] 3) ‘performance-
oriented policies designed to increase the effectiveness of educa-
tional spending’” (Clune, 1992, pp. 733-734). Ovur conception
of systemic curriculum reform would retain Clune’s first two
parts and substitute criteria based on the school standards for
his third part.3!

Finally, a concept related to equality of opportunity, com-
parability, appears in Title I (now Chapter 1) of the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. Before a district
receives Chapter 1 funds, it must show that the Chapter 1 schools
in the district receive the same level of foundation support as
non-Chapter 1 schools. In effect, Chapter 1 requires “equality
of resources” across the schools within districts. But just as equality
of opportunity is defined generically in school finance cases, so
too is comparability defined in Chapter 1 law and regulations.
As a consequence, there are striking differences in the quality
of resources and the ways they are used between Chapter 1 and
non-Chapter 1 schools within districts. An alternative, in the
context of systemic reform, is to define comparability as requir-
ing that all students be offered the opportunity to learn, as as-
sessed by their school meeting the school standards.??

)
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Systemic Reform
Diversity and Democracy

Thus far we have focused our attention on the importance of
providing all students an equal opportunity to learn an agreed-
upon core of common content. We have touched only briefly
on issues of diversity within or beyond that core. Yet such is-
sues are critical to any treatment of educational equity. The con-
tent of a public school curriculum is a statement of the values
and norms of the society as well as a product of educational ex-
pertise. In a democracy as diverse as ours, it is essential that
we ask whose values and norms are represented in that state-
ment and what the process has been for its creation.

In the past, answers to these questions may have been —or
at least appeared to be—rather straightforward. Because of
American traditions of local control, arguments about what
schools should teach were generally confined to localities. At
this level, participants in the discussion were often of similar
traditions and beliefs — either because the local populations were
fairly homogeneous or because large subpopulations of children
were segregated within or excluded from the public system of
education.?? Even where school populations reflected greater cul-
tural, linguistic, or religious diversity, the political disenfran-
chisement of large groups often resulted in decisions being made
by fairly homogeneous groups of leaders about how best to edu-
cate (and often “Americanize”) other groups.

In the last half century, however, the situation has changed
significantly. As the demand for social, political, and economic
equality among groups has broadened and deepened, as larger
units —including states and massive urban school districts—
have assumed more responsibility for structuzing the curricu-
lum, and as affected populations within those jurisdictions have
become increasingly diverse, debate over curricular content has
sometimes been quite intense, erupting periodically along ra-
cial, religious, or ethnic lines and often being linked to issues
of political power and cultural legitimacy.

Recent cases in point include the controversies over the
adoption of history textbooks in California and the report of
the New York State Social Studies Review and Developinent
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Committee (1991). National debates over multicultural education
and Afrocentric curricula are other examples of this phenomenon.

Justice, Legitimacy, and the Curricular Core

That such controversy should exist in & democratic society is
hardly surprising. Our acceptance of it stems in part from the
supposition that individuals are socially constituted —that is, as
they mature, they internalize the traditions, roles, and under-
stanidings of their communities, which often differ in significant
ways. Our acceptance also derives from the modern view that
much of what we call knowledge is itself socially constructed,
with schools being a primary mechanism for legitimizing cer-
tain knowledge constructions over others. Given these two un-
derlying suppositions, as well as the unprecedented diversity of
the student population in U.S. schools and the historical pat-
tern of dominance of certain “communities” over others, it seems
inevitable that the development of a common curriculum would
be an arena for political struggle.

It also seems inevitable that debates about the nature of
curricular content would assume even greater significance within
the context of content-driven systemic reform. The systemic
strategy we have described takes content frameworks as the driv-
ing force and kingpin for the entire system. States adopting such
a strategy would be expected to develop common frameworks
in all areas of the curriculum, including controversial subjects
such as history, social studies, literature, and science. As those
frameworks take on a larger role in shaping the nature of school-
ing, their salience to all stakeholders in the educational enter-
prise necessarily increases. And so should the controversy.

We believe this controversy can be a positive and produc-
tive force in the reform movement. The legitimacy and effec-
tiveness of a systemic curricular approach will ultimately rest
in the ability of the system to establish challenging curricular
goals while striking a creative balance between the common cul-
ture and needs of the whole society on the one hand and the
diverse perspectives, needs, and histories of subgroups and in-
dividuals on the other. This is the essence of the concept of liberal

32
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Justice.3* Broad and deep public debate over the nature of the
frameworks is, we believe, essential to establishing that balance,
which in turn provides the basis for eventual public acceptance
of the frameworks-and the reforms. Without acceptance by
diverse parts of our society, the reforms will not gain legitimacy
and will fail the very students we are addressing.

The resolution of controversy over how schools will re-
spond to the substantial diversity in our society is by no means
assured, however. Theoretically, a range of possible responses
exists—all the way from separatism based on distinct cultural
heritage to a monolithic suppression of differences.

One way of thinking about these issues is to adopt the
liberal justice view that social policy should be “neutral,” that
is, straightforwardly respectful of differing views within a dem-
ocratic context. Educational philosopher Kenneth Strike argues
that neutrality consists of two parts: no one is inherently deserv-
ing of better treatment than anyone else, and people are enti-
tled to their own conceptions of their own good (Strike, 1991,
pp. 205-206).

One implication of this definition is that everyone is en-
titled to equal opportunity —or, in our terms, equal access to
an opportunity to learn the content of the frameworks. We have
focused most of our discussion up to this point on this implica-
tion. A second implication, however, concerns the nature of the
content itself. In this regard, Strike’s definition of neutrality
would place “two requirements on schools. First, schools should
not be vehicles for enforcing parental conceptions of a good life
on children. . . . As they progress toward citizenship, children
have a right to develop a conception of their lives that may, if
they choose, depart from that of their parents. Second, schools
must provide education in such a way that children can explore
various conceptions of a good life, but without committing the
school to some official definition of what that life is and without
arbitrarily restricting the range of options to be explored” (Strike,
1991, p. 207). This view of social justice provides criteria for
considering differing ways for resolving conflicts over the na-
ture of public school curriculum.

How might the criteria for social neutrality be met? Strike
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argues that people are formed by various traditions, that this
process is already well under way when students enter school,
and that educational institutions must respect and aid in the
process of enculturation. But to be neutral, they must do so by
aiding and respecting a variety of cultures and traditions. He
proposes a “pluralistic dialogue” model of schooling to meet his
criteria for neutrality while assisting in the process of encultu-
ration (1991, p. 214). The model seeks depth and coherence
in the curriculum, while acknowledging the complexities of per-
spectives that our nation’s diversity generates.

In this model (as in some current conceptions of multicul-
tural education), school curricula and instruction would be
designed to foster dialogue among people of various cultures
and about the nature and perspectives of various traditions. The
purpose of this dialogue would be two-fold. On the one hand
it would build students’ tolerance of cultures and perspectives
different from their own. At the same time, it would give stu-
dents both a substantive basis and the analytical tools for a critical
consideration of their own traditions and values. Such an ap-
proach would aid students in forming their own “conceptions
of the good life.” Moreover, because it is congruent with con-
structivist notions of teaching and learning, it may have the added
benefit of developing critical thinking skills, also a goal of the
reform movement (Banks, 1991). We note that this model does
not argue for treating all cultures and traditions uncritically,
and it would specifically exclude certain traditions, cultures, and
cultural claims if they are unjust (Rawls, 1988; Strike, 1991) or
unsupported by evidence through rational appraisal, such as
claims of particular historical occurrences or creationism.

The “pluralistic dialogue” model is attractive, if somewhat
idealistic. Indeed, it provides promise for moving toward a more
coherent and challenging curriculum on the one hand while si-
multaneously respecting various cultural perspectives on the
other. We recognize that implementing it would represent an
extraordinary challenge, different from but at least equal to that
of implementing well the standards of the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics or other similar content frameworks.

An intriguing aspect of Strike’s model of schooling is that
it views schools and their students as undergoing the same learn-
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ing process that we hope the society will undergo as it works
its way toward the goal of legitimate curriculum frameworks.
The way decisions are made about the content and pedagogi-
cal strategies of the frameworks is critical to their legitimacy.
There must be strong and continuing input from all the vari-
ous stakeholders to ensure both the legitimacy of the content
and the political buy-in of the stakeholders.

Flexibility and Choice Within the
Common Curriculum Frameworks

A basic premise of the reform we have sketched is that the struc-
ture and support provided by the system would allow substan-
tial professional discretion and responsibility at the school build-
ing and classroom level. Obviously this discretion would apply
to all areas outside the core content, but it must also apply in
meaningful ways to the core itself. Within the context of the core
frameworks, the system needs to ensure flexibility and choice
in content and pedagogy. This has a number of implications.

One implication is that the content of the frameworks
should be specific enough to provide serious substantive direc-
tion to schools and districts but not so specific as to inhibit
creativity and professional discretion. There must be room for
flexibility and choice in topic if the content is to reflect the in-
tarests, abilities, and traditions of the teachers and students. Such
flexibility would allow teachers to adjust the content in ways
that would make it more meaningful to and thus more fully en-
gaging for their specific students as they worked toward com-
mon understandings and skills. For example, Asian, African,
Latin American, and European literature might cach be studied
to give students an understanding of how literature influences
and is influenced by culture, experience, and social forces. Simi-
larly, graduates in a California fishing community may be more
knowledgeable about coastal ecology than students in Palm
Springs, who in turn may be far better versed in the weather,
biology. and botany of desert regions. The trick will be to es-
tablish serious choice within the context of coherent frameworks.

A sccond implication is that the time frame for the frame-
works would necd to incorporate sufficient flexibility that the
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teachers and schools were not locked into rigid instructional se-
quences. School professionals must be able to allocate instruc-
tional time and to sequence topics in ways appropriate to the
topics themselves, the structure and resources of the school, and
the needs and interests of the students. The NCTM Standards
and several of the California frameworks are laid out in three-
to-four-year blocks for this reason; teachers and schools then
develop specific curricula to guide instruction year by year.

Finaily, within the context of the systemic strategy, it is
essential to ensure flexibility and choice in the selection, adapta-
tion, and development of instructional materials and of peda-
gogical strategies, based on professicnal knowledge and deci-
sions at the local school level. Teachers must be able to meet
individual learning needs of students in order to provide equal
access to the core. For example, they must be able to make the
content linguistically accessible for LEP and other nonstandard-
English-dominant students. The choices must be based on pro-
fessional judgment, not centralized policy, as teachers and schools
are in the best position to assess and respond to the strengths
and needs of their students. This implies an organization in
which great authority for the instructional plan and process rests
at the school site (such as for refining content, determining ped-
agogy, and hiring appropriate personnel).

Concluding Thoughts

We have barely scratched the surface of a complex and very
important set of issues. Students from poor and minority groups
face a very uncertain time in U.S. education. Their economic
and social conditions are deteriorating without relief in sight,
and the progressive curriculum reforms, if carried ou: une school
at a time, will almost certainly place them at an even greater
relative disadvantage.

Our thesis has been that systemic curriculum reform offers
an alternative that might have a strong positive effect on equal
opportunity. Curriculum frameworks that contain challenging
content and that are developed in the spirit of open discussion
among diverse groups could provide direction for major cur-
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riculu:n reform for all schools and their students. As part of our
argument we have suggested a way of defining equality of educa-
tional opportunity that could have substantial implications for
ensuring equitable treatment of all students by guiding school
improvement efforts and providing leverage for courts and ad-
vocates. At the same time we have raised many more questions
than we have answered. Our gravest concern is whether there
is sufficient commitment in our society to significantly and
directly address the problems of educational equity through any
sustained and coherent strategy.

Notes

Our conception of systemic school reform was set out some time
ago in a book chapter of the same name (Smith and O’Day,
1991b). It is similar to the one put forth by Susan Fuhr-
man in the introductory chapter of this book and to the for-
mulation of David K. Cohen’s under the label coherent in-
structional guidance. William Clune in his chapter in this book
uses a somewhat different definition. Many of the basic ideas

underlying systemic school reform have been around for
a long time. California has been pursuing parts of a sys-
temic curriculum reform strategy for some time. The struc-
ture and policies of the educational systems in many other
economically advanced nations are shaped by something
like systemic curriculum reform and, as Arthur Powell
describes in his chapter in this book, a coalition of private
schools followed a somewhat similar strategy in the decades
prior to 1940. Only in recent years have U.S. researchers
begun writing about this type of reform. However, we do
not know of any other extensive treatment of equity issues
in the context of systemic school reform.

For example, the conception of systemic school reform in
this chapter closely resembles that used as the basis for the
Systemic State Initiative (SSI) of the National Science Foun-
dation (NSF), which now has major projects in science and
mathematics in over twenty states, for the analysis of sys-
temic reform in the National Council on Educational Stan-
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dards and Testing (NCEST) report (1992), and for the
structure and content of the school reforms or legislation
in Arkansas, California, South Carolina, and other states.
In addition, this conception of systemic reform served as
the basis for parts of two federal bills (82 and HR4323),
which passed their respective houses and the conference
committee but failed to get a final vote in the 102nd Con-
gress. An education bill containing similar provisions is
likely to be introduced early in the 103rd Congress.
We have emphasized state rather than national sys-
temic reform because states have the constitutional respon-
sibility for public education in the United States and, with
the local agencies that are granted authority through state
constitutions, the practical responsibility of providing over
92 percent of the funding.
Over the past year the terms curriculum frameworks and con-
tent standards have often been used interchangeably to refer
to state or national specifications of what students are ex-
pected to know and be able to do. The NCEST report
(1992) and the National Council of Teachers of Mathe-
matics (NCTM) (1989) use content standards, while we
in our earlier papers (Smith and O’Day, 1991a, 1991b)
and others have adopted curriculum frameworks, the term
used in California. At some point the language should be
standardized. We use curriculum frameworks for state-
level documents and content standards for national-level
documents such as those established by the NCTM.
We have chosen to structure this chapter around an argu-
ment about the way the reform might work, rather than
consider a variety of separate issues, for two major reasons:
the form and logic of the argument are important to con-
sider and the issues and steps in the argument are not truly
independent. One of the consequences of this strategy is
to illuminate how far we have to go to analyze seriously
our assumptions and understandings of how the reforms
might actually work. We suggest in these notes some of
the places where new analyses and data are necessary.
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3.

An opposite danger, of course, is that a poorly imple-
mented systemwide strategy of curriculum reform might
bring the quality of curriculum and instruction to a low
common level for all students by forcing rigidities on the
schools or bowing to political pressures to set low com-
mon standards.

The decrease in poverty between 1960 and 1980 was not
strictly linear. The percentage of children in poverty reached
a low of 14.4 percent in 1973 and was already on the in-
cline again by 1980. By 1987, it had reached a level of
20.6 percent and was climbing. In 1987, 25 percent of all
children under the age of six were living in poverty (Smith
and O’Day, 1991b, p. 57).

Only for nine-year-olds in mathematics does the gain over
the past fifteen years for white students approach a third
of a standard deviation. None of the other comparisons
for whites in reading, mathematics, or science for nine-,
thirteen-, and seventeen-year-olds shows a gain in size
more than 0.2 standard deviations over the trend line. See
Mullis and others, 1991.

Even though the NAEP is not specifically aligned with the
curricula of any given state and continues to be primarily
a multiple-choice or short-answer assessment, we expect
that it will be moderately sensitive to effects of curricula
that emphasize challenging content. The new NAEP as-
sessments in math are based generally on the NCTM stan-
dards, as are the emerging frameworks in a number of
states. Moreover, the NAEP frameworks for reading as-
sessment increasingly emphasize the comprehension and
analysis of meaningful text, as do many of the new state
frameworks. Thus there is a growing emphasis on chal-
lenging content for the curriculum policies of many states
and the NAEP frameworks.

All should be modified here to the very great majority. We
estimate that 2 to 4 percent of all children have handicaps
severe enough to restrict their capacity to learn the kinds
of material we arc considering.
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See Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1985; Chi and others, 1989;
Glaser, 1984; Peterson, 1986; and Stigler and Stevenson,
1991. )

Green elaborates on the concept of fair benefit distribu-
tion as follows:

The educational system will distribute its ben-
efits unequally, and it will do so no matter
how the system is organized and no matter
‘how “benefits” are defined. The fact is that
some people will do well in the system and
some will not do so well. . . . {However], the
system must distribute its educational benefits
on the basis of the distribution of education-
ally relevant attributes in the population. . . .
By “educationally relevant” . . . I mean rele-
vant to the grounds on which a particular dis-
tribution of educational benefits might be
regarded as just or unjust. . . . The logic of
our thinking shows that we normally regard
choice, tenacity, and ability to be education-
ally relevant attributes of the population in
the sense defined and that we do not regard
class, sex and race in the same light [1980,
p. 49].

To illustrate. That those who attain least often
in high school are likely to be those of lower
social status is often taken as evidence that
the distribution of high school attainment is
unjust. By advancing this claim, we are de-
claring, in effect, that social class is an educa-
tionally irrelevant attribute of the population.
It is not the sort of thing that should deter-
minc the distribution of educational benefits.
Distribution according to social class is un-
just. On the other hand, that the Amish typi-
cally benefit less than others from the educa-
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tional system is not viewed as unjust because
it is said to result from choice flowing from
religious convictions embodied in a long cul-
tural tradition. And neither is it considered
unjust that some benefit more than others be-
cause they try harder or persist more. Even
though class is declared to be irrelevant in this
sense, the exercise of choice and perseverance
is not [1991, p. 227].

An interesting observation here is that it may be relatively
easy to make serious changes in an aligned system simply
by changing the frameworks and allowing the alignment
ripples to work through the system. It would certainly be
easier to make changes than in the present loosely cou-
pled system operating in most states. When the changes
are constructive, this is a very positive attribute.

Over the past twenty-five years, the nation has struggled
over what it means by terms such as equity and equality of
opportunity in education. For some recent thinking about
these issues, see Xirp, 1992; Walzer, 1991a, 1991b; Green,
1991; Strike, 1991; and Jencks, 1988.

Others argue for a second form of self-correction: schools
should be set free to let the market place determine their
fate. We are skeptical about solutions predicated on “choice”
for the poor and minorities, especially because of the rela-
tive vulnerability of these groups in our socicty.
Measuring the progress of a school on assessment outcome
standards is not as straightforward a task as might be imag-
ined. Witness the massive debate now going on in the
country over how and when and for what purposes to test
students.

In the NCEST report (1992), school standards werc called
school delivery standards. See cspecially Appendix E. Since
this report was relcased, the issues of what school deliv-
cry standards are, how they might be measured, and how
they might be used to protect the poor have received ex-
tensive debate in thc Committee on Education and Labor
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in the U.S. House of Representatives, the National Gover-
nors’ Association, and other policy circles. See especially
the legislative and committce report language of HR4323.
Systemic curriculum reform provides a very specific con-
text for school standards. If a local school or system wanted
to maximize other outcomes than those suggested by the
systemic curriculum reform (such as service, sports, cre-
ative arts, and so on), other school standards would be
appropriate.

This argument provides us with what we think is an im-
portant insight about why the U.S. quantitative school-
effects literature is so bereft of significant results. Produc-
tion functions that related school inputs to school outcomes
in the United States showed that there were few significant
rclationships (Hanushek, 1986). Since the measures used
on the outcome side of the cquation have essentially been
designed to be independent of the characteristics measured
on the input side, it should not be surprising that the
regression weights are distributed around zero. But in the
future, if the key input parts of the system, cspecially cur-
riculum materials and teacher professional development,
are aligned with cach other and with the key outcomes,
there could be a major change in the resuits of produc-
tion functions. If both sides of the equation (inputs and
outcomes) are aligned, we might expect a much more sub-
stantial relationship between the two sides than we have
scen in the past. Obviously, the measures would change.
For example, we now assess teacher quality by counting
the number of courses teachers take. In the future we might
usc teacher knowledge of the content of the curriculum
frameworks as one proxy for teacher quality. Another in-
put measure might be the fit of the content of the text-
books to the frameworks. Neither of these measures makes
sense in American education now; they would, however,
in a system that had a coherent curricular strategy. We
believe that these “new” measures would have substantially
larger cocflicients than the ones gencerally found now. We
should be able to examine the accuracy of this insight by
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looking at production function results from other nations
where the assessments and the inputs are both aligned with
a common curricular framework.

For example, we have not included as necessary resources
a library, or a teachers’ room with a separate desk and
phone for each teacher, or the human support necessary
to allow teachers to have at least one period per day to
plan their work together. Though these other resources
may be justifiably viewed as necessary for the instructional
program to succeed in many settings, they are not directly
part of the systemic curriculum reform and it should be
within a school’s discretion to allocate certain resources
for these or other expenditures it deems more effective in
meeting the needs of its students.

Assessments of student success in achieving the curricu-
lum goals might be made at various times during the stu-
dent’s carcer. The NCEST report (1992) suggests assess-
ments at grades four, eight, and twelve. See also Smith
and O’Day, 1991b.

See Independent Commission on Chapter 1 (1992) and
also a proposal from the New Standards Project to the Pew
Charitable Trusts, January, 1992.

The rejection of norm referencing is not a new idea in test-
ing in America. The basic skills movement of the 1960s
and 1970s spawned minimum-competency, multiple-choice,
criterion-referenced testing with a single standard estab-
lished for passing. Interestingly, these tests also met the
criteria established for the kind of assessinent preferred
in the new reforms. Although the minimum-competency
test questions were typically single answer, quick response,
and multiple choice, they were appropriate for measur-
ing the content and were also “authentic” in their represen-
tation of the instruction. But on another dimension, the
reasons for rejecting norm-referenced testing now are
different than they were twenty-five years ago. At that
time, criterion testing was used to try to bring the achieve-
ment floor up for the lowest-scoring students. The assump-
tion, however, was still prevalent that many students simply
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could not lcarn complex material. This time around, the
prevailing assumption is that, given the opportunity, al/
students have the capacity to achieve very high standards.
The conference versions of House Bill 4323 and Senate
Bill 2 (refer to note 2 for explanation) required the devel-
opment of national school standards. Over time the na-
tion will have to work out the relationship between na-
tional school standards and school standards developed at
the state level.

A number of groups around the nation are struggling with
the issues of designing a system that uses school standards.
Of note are the New Standards Project at the University
of Pittsburgh’s Learning Research and Development Cen-
ter and the National Center on Education and the Econ-
omy in Rochester, New York, and the Chapter 1 Com-
mission based at the Council of Chief State School Officers.
Some accountability advocates argue for holding individ-
ual teachers accountable beyond the methods presently
used. (See Bridges, 1990.) We have indicated that in school
improvement efforts teachers may be given special train-
ing and even “gently” reassigned, but a more rigorous
degree of high-stakes accountability for tenured teachers
seems unlikely. We dismiss the idea of holding individ-
ual teachers accountable for their students’ performances
for a variety of rcasons, the most important being that the
task of preparing students for high performances is a col-
lective task of many teachers and administrators within
a school. There is no feasible and general way of sorting
out individual specific contributions and, if there were,
it might inhibit collaborations among teachers, which
would probably lead, on average, to a reduction in the
quality of the pcdagogy.

In one other way a teacher might be held account-
able in the context of school standards. Teachers should
know and be able to teach the content of the frameworks
to some standard. It should be feasible to hold existing
and new teachers to at least a resource standard of know-
ing the content and skills of the frameworks, if they have
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been given sufficient opportunity to learn the relevant ma-
terial.

See also Yudof, Kirp, van Geel, and Levin, 1982, pp.
390-401 and McClung, 1979. Information is also from
a personal communication with William Taylor.
There would continue to be some difficult questions in the
design of a student accountability system even with this
formulation in place. For example, should a student have
the opportunity to take an assessment and get “credit” even
if the school does not meet the school standards? We think
the answer to this question is yes.

We understand that accountability is usually thought to
rest on individuals rather than groups. We use the notion
of school accountability here to emphasize the collective
responsibility of the entire staff to provide all students in the
school with the opportunity to learn the desired content.
One problem with this argument is that it would rely on a co-
alition of the poor, minorities, philosophers. and psychome-
tricians to be the primary supporters. Not a likely possibility.
The idea of an efficient education takes on substantial
meaning in a systemic curricular reform. One of the con-
cepts in systemic reform is that a clear set of goals and
a vision about where the system is going and what stan-
dards need to be met will serve as a guide for allocating
resources throughout the system. Resource-allocation de-
cisions (among different curricula, about how to organize
a school to use school personnel better, and so on) would
be substantially driven by a clear conception of the cur-
ricular goals, rather than by often conflicting and vaguc
general conceptions of the goals of the school.

Clune (pp. 734-735) suggests three kinds of performance-
oriented strategics: a systemic approach, an accountability ap-
proach, and an organizational approach. We believe that
the systemic strategy we have proposed incorporates both
the systemic and the accountability approaches suggested
by Clune. His organizational approach combines argu-
ments for both parental choice and for decentalization,
concepts that are clearly related but not necessarily the
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same. We also believe that we have incorporated the ad-
vantages he cites for decentralization in our formulation.
In the federal General Education Provisions Act and the
local applications section of Chapter 1, there is language
requiring equal educational opportunity under the law.
For example, the Chinese in California, African Ameri-
cans in the South, Mexicans in the Southwest, and Native
Americans throughout the country have faced such dis-
crimination.

Liberalism here refers to the line of political thought devel-
oped by such sources as Hobbes, Locke, Mill, Ackerman,
and Rawls. According to Strike, “The central problem of
political liberalism is to provide a principled way of dis-
tinguishing the legitimate range of civil authority from that
sphere over which the individual is autonomous” (1991,
p. 196). We have used Strike’s analysis as a basis for our
discussion of liberal justice in this section.
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Conclusion:

Can Policy Lead the Way?

Susan H. Fuhrman

Designing more coherent education policy has become a national
priority. At this writing, at least half the states are developing
or considering sophisticated, challenging curriculum frameworks
detailing what students should know and be able to do. Simul-
taneously, states are creating assessments that reflect the content
of the frameworks, or that measure student outcomes that will
eventually be folded into frameworks. Curriculum policy and
assessment cohere. Several states are beginning to take the next
step by aligning teacher licensing and staff development with
curriculum frameworks as well. The federal government is assist-
ing states with these efforts. For example, the National Science
Foundation’s Statewide Systemic Initiatives Program and the
U.S. Department of Education’s national Eisenhower Program
aid states in incorporating professional development into cur-
riculum reforms in math and science. Furthermore, the devel-
opment of national standards as an outgrowth of the national
education goals adopted in 1990 gives the entire U.S. system
a sense of direction and a basis for coherent policy development.

The chapters in this book indicate that designing more
coberent policy will be extremely challenging. Political factors
promote fragmentation, central instructional guidance runs
counter to our tradition of deferring decisions about teaching
and learning, and important inconsistencies within schools
thwart coherency efforts. Furthermore, as difficult as the policy
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reforms will be, the new expectations for teaching and learning
at the heart of coherent policy proposals require even more pro-
found changes. We are hoping for unprecedented changes in
attitudes and approaches to instruction and to learning and sug-
gesting that we encourage those changes with unprecedented
political consensus and coordination. But in addition to prob-
ing the problems, the authors focus on several key aspects of
coherent policy design that contain within them some ideas about
improving its prospects. They identify forces that might gener-
ate support for reform over the long term, while the slow process
of classroom change is unfolding. The predominant note is one
of hope, as it surfaces in four themes that span the chapuers:
the cultural basis of improved teaching and learning, the im-
portance of professional development for teachers, the poten-
tial of non- or extragovernmental bodies for promoting politi-
cal stability and improving practice, and the varied purposes
of coherent policymaking.

Cultur: and Educational Improvement

Ths book focuses on policy; many of the authors, however, stress
that policy cannot improve teaching and learning without broader
societal reinforcement. David K. Cohen and James P. Spillane,
who take up the issue most directly, argue that employers and
college admissions officials do not provide clear incentives for
student effort. With some exceptions, such as the elite colleges,
most colleges and most businesses send very weak signals about
the importance of strong academic performance, in contrast to
other nations where these consumers join with policymakers and
educators to provide more coherent instructional guidance. An
even greater contrast concerns the extent to which intellectual
work is valued in the broader culture. While other nations take
academic accomplishment very seriously and support it, Ameri-
can families, students, and teachers demand and accept much
less than best effort.

Although he provides a similar assessment of the ways
Americans undervalue learning, Arthur G. Powell describes a
linked system of indeper dent schools, colleges, and the College
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Board that triumphed over anti-intellectualism. The colleges (in
Cohen’s and Spillane’s terms, the consumers) were the linchpin
of the system, providing the major incentive for students by re-
quiring examination passage for admission. It was also important
that parents were integral partners in assuring that incentives
aligned to promote academic achievement. Parents wanted their
children to attend the best colleges. Although they had many
reasons for choosing elite private schools over other precollegiate
educational options, the fact that these schools prepared stu-
dents for admission to preferred colleges made parents supporters
of their academic demands. The values were shared.

For more coherent policy to succeed in improving edu-
cation, surrounding societal influences must also corroborate
the policy efforts. One benefit to the current movement to co-
herent policy is that it includes mechanisms, such as the South
Carolina Curriculum Congress I refer to in Chapter One, for
involving the public and professionals in discussions about
providing direction for the educational system. Creating a sys-
tem of consistent incentives for academic achievement requires
the type of public education such efforts entail. As Jennifer A.
O’Day and Marshall S. Smith point out, widespr ad public dis-
cussion is important in creating legitimacy for new standards
and in determining the balance between the common culture
and the perspectives of subgroups. It is particularly encourag-
ing that many professional associations are undertaking their
own consensus-building efforts that influence the environment
surrounding educational policy, although it will be important
for the many independent efforts currently under way to coor-
dinate with one another. These societal developments make it
more likely that politics as usual can be put aside in service of
more policy coherence. Policy efforts need broader cultural sup-
port, but also widespread societal discussion provides impetus
to and greater leverage for policy efforts.

Professional Development: The Indispensable Ingredient

Intertwined with concerns about societal support is the worry
that teachers. who are after all part of the broader culture, lack
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the knowledge base to provide more challenging instruction. Co-
hen and Spillane find that recent reforms demand much greater
depth and sophistication in grasp of academic subjects than most
teachers possess. Even if they had better understanding of their
disciplines, most teachers would be unfamiliar with the more
active, collaborative instruction envisioned by new curriculum
frameworks and related policies. Furthermore, teachers may
need to change their views of students as well as their views of
curriculum and instruction, according to Milbrey W. McLaugh-
lin and Joan E. Talbert. If the nontraditional students who are
becoming a majority in many schools are seen as “drains” on
the system rather than individuals of value, no improvement
in instructional guidance will suffice to meet the overarching
goal of higher standards for all students. Finally, if teachers are
not prepared to teach to new standards, students cannot be ex-
pected to achieve them. As O’Day and Smith assert, the oppor-
tunity to learn the material in curriculum frameworks from well-
prepared teachers is the foundation for justice and legitimacy.
Yet, as Richard F. Elmore makes clear, districts have not fo-
cused much on curriculum and instruction. How is the exten-
sive, sophisticated professional development that appears neces-

" sary to be provided?

William H. Clune gives examples of state-supported
professional development programs that are integrated with cur-
riculum policy efforts. California provides networks of and work-
shops for teachers as well as training for superintendents and
principals in school improvement related to the curriculum goals.
New York uses a system of turnkey training to gradually edu-
cate teachers in new curriculum materials once they are adopted.
An important professional development experience can occur
through teacher involvement in the setting of new curriculum
goals and related policies. For example, Powell tells us that thou-
sands of independent school teachers actively participated in
creating and grading the College Board examinations.

The importance of professional development in the move-
ment toward coherence is underscored by the efforts of national
professional bodies to use standards for what teachers should
know to leverage improved teaching and learning. The National
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Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), an inde-
pendent body composed primarily of teachers, is defining com-
petencies for teachers in some thirty areas of expertise, in ele-
mentary and secondary education as well as early childhood.
Similarly, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics
(NCTM) developed Professional Standards for Teaching Mathematics
that include expectations for what teachers should know and
be able to do as well as for the content and nature of profes-
sional development.

Finally, professional standards can be an important unify-
ing influence in the field of early childhood education. As W.
Steven Barnett describes, faced with so many funding sources
and providers, early childhood advocates are attempting to spec-
ify a common core of knowledge for the profession of educa-
tors. The knowledge would be a basis for defining the profes-
sion and for determining levels of preparation and specialization
required of each position.

Bypassing Government

The National Association for the Education of Young Children’s
efforts to professionalize early childhood education extend be-
yond defining knowledge for teachers and caregivers. Barnett
points out that the group has also established standards for prac-
tice and developed a voluntary national accreditation system
based on peer visitation and validation of standards. Several
authors suggest similar nongovernmental efforts to bring more
coherence to elementary and secondary education efforts. Two
advantages are cited for the use of extra- or nongovernmental
bodies to establish and oversee standards and related policies.

First, such groups or boards could erlist professionals as
members. Professional bodies can have great legitimacy; their
expertise accords them significant authority. Consequently, the
standards they promulgate would enlist significant cooperation
in the field. As McLaughlin and Talbert indicate, professional
communities can have strong influence over norms of practice,
conceptions of task, and attitudes about teaching and students.
Professional leadership, for example, provided credibility to the
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College Board’s standards and assessment system described by
Powell.

Second, extragovernmental bodies that would maintain
membership and authority across electoral cycles enhance po-
litical stability, making necessary refinements and protecting
reform momentum and coherence over time. Clune notes the
political coherence nrovided by South Carolina’s special insti-
tutions that report on reform goals and the role played by Chi-
cago’s reform coalition that evaluates success, makes adjustments,
and shields the reforms from political and legal disruption. In
my chapter on politics, I cite recent state willingness to experi-
ment with such bodies as a sign that policymakers are search-
ing for ways to overcome political instability.

The idea of bypassing government has some drawbacks,
however. As Cohen and Spillane indicate, bypass operations
can increase complexity rather than streamline, adding to regu-
lations themselves or inciting existing governments to outregu-
late or outmaneuver them. For example, new standards and
related instructional policies could be created by a body that
had no authority to remove all the existing policies that would
conflict with the reforms.

Should new entities be prescriptive, with legal authority
over schools and districts, or voluntary, relying on professional
respect and suasion? The notion that such agencies would repre-
sent and energize the profession may be most compatible with
the voluntary posture: that is, new entities would establish stan-
dards, exams, and the like that schools could “choose” to use.
Presumably the “best practice” seal the standards and exams car-
ried would engender widespread adoption, a model that would
parallel the College Board’s prewar system. As it was a volun-
tary operation, only those who shared the values of the system
participated. Hence the system operated from a basis of con-
sersus.

The voluntary model is particularly appropriate for na-
tional standard setting, given the American desire to avoid fed-
eral control of education. The model entails no federal statutes
or regulations. The independent, intergovernmental National
Education Goals Panel would certify content and performance
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standards in key subjects. The National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards is working on voluntary certification of ex-
perienced teachers, already licensed by states.

However, many reformers hope that state and local gov-
ernments will formally adopt student standards, focus student
assessment and staff development on them, and incorporate the
teacher standards into their own legal licensure requirements.
It is hard to see how state-level standard-setting bodies could
operate entirely on a voluntary basis, even though specific ele-
ments of the instructional guidance system could be promul-
gated as guidelines rather than mandates. Would governments
seeking accountability give schools the option of participating
in new, more ambitious instructional guidance systems? If they
did, how could schools serving disadvantaged students be held
to the same high standards as schools with more advantaged
student bodies? Given the tendency of districts to focus narrowly
on state rules, as Elmore points out, could voluntary standards
get and sustain their attention?

If it were voluntary, through what mechanism would the
new body’s recommendations supersede all the existing layers
of policy, as Cohen and Spillane ask? Current policies that sup-
port traditional and unimaginative instruction could easily over-
whelm and undermine the reforms under discussion in this book.
But never before in this nation have we successfully eradicated
existing policies prior to forging off in new directions. Even
though the emerging societal reinforcement, growing profes-
sional support, and broad appeal of coherent policy suggest a
realignment of poiitical factors that might make such unprece-
dented policy reduction possible, the elimination of past policy
requires action by appropriate authoritative institutions.

At the state level the challenge will be to marry the respect
accorded voluntary professionally derived standards with legal
authority. For example, a new body could make decisions that

are then enacted through appropriate authorities following the
body’s deliberations. Might not professional involvement in
policy design give the policies more authority than traditional
political products, even though political bodies play a role in
policy promulgation? The incorporation of professionally derived
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standards into legal requirements is similar to O'Day and Smith’s
proposal for inspecting school provision of opportunity to learn,
in which teams of professionals would review school resources
and practices in a nonpolitical, nonbureaucratic manner. How-
ever, their findings would trigger governmental consequences,
such as increased technical assistance.

It appears likely that policymakers and educators will be
debating questions about appropriate policymaking mechanisms,
about the relations between governance and instruction, for some
time to come. The debates, like discussions of what should con-
stitute common standards for all students and for teachers, are
important aspects of improving schooling in public education.

Coherent Policy: One Message with Varied Purposes

We have argued that the movement toward more coherent policy
has slim prospects unless professional and public participation
in establishing educational direction is strengthened. But it is
also true that the movement promotes professional and public
participation, which can be seen as a worthy aim in and of it-
self. The notion of coherent policy serves a number of purposes,
and, therefore, has widespread appeal.

Improving teaching and learning is at the heart of coher-
ent education policy. The reforms discussed in this book aim
at that end through the establishment of ambitious goals, the
alignment of policie: so that teachers and schools receive con-
sistent pressure and sapport for enhanced instruction, the pro-
vision of sufficient flexibility to schools to meet the goals, and
the incorporation of extensive professional development. Ap-
plying the concept also involves enlisting the participation and
support of parents, higher education, and employers who pro-
vide incentives to students.

But the ideas about coherent policy also serve other pur-
poses. The authors argue that in order to influence instruction
in desired directions, policy must be designed in ways that also
address a number of political challenges. For example, more
coherent policies from the state could focus the attention of dis-
tricts, as Elmore argues. In the process of achieving academic
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goals and assuring district cooperation, the reforms would ener-
gize districts in a way that could have a number of benefits.
I have argued that consensus about goals and more unity within
the political community surrounding education would shore up
policymaker support and enhance education’s position vis-a-vis
other services. Also, coherent policy design requires reaching
consensus on common goals and on accommodating the views
of diverse subgroups in society, through debates that are healthy
for our society, as O’'Day and Smith point out. Powell reminds
us that battles about standards and precise content were once
the serious intellectual debates that characterized discussions
about schooling, and he suggests they might be again.

A more coherent policy structure would provide a way
to join two overarching goals of American education that are
often seen as contradictory: equity and excellence. O’Day and
Smith’s chapter argues that common, challenging standards
should be used to promote systemwide excellence. Reinforcing,
integrated policies could provide the infrastructure necessary
to achieve equal opportunity for students and schools in reach-
ing the standards. Such an integrated structure and clearly ar-
ticulated standards could provide a basis for comparing the qual-
ity of educational inputs, such as the quality and appropriateness
of curricular materials, the adequacy of teacher preparation,
and so on. Such comparison is more educationally relevant than
a simple comparison of fiscal resources; it speaks to how re-
sources are allocated rather than simply to amounts of dollars.
Both courts and legislatures could use more meaningful defini-
tions of equity.

Coherent policymaking has multifaceted appeal. This is
not to suggest that benefits such as revitalized school districts
or better equity measures are spinoffs or by-products that hap-
pen along the way to improved instruction. At work here is not
serendipity but a policy approach that deliberately anticipates
challenge and opportunities. The design suggestions in this book
take into account what would be necessary to recruit govern-
ments and socicty in a coordinated improvement cffort, with
strategies crafted to appeal to many interests on many levels.
Perhaps the widespread state and national activity around these
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ideas indicates that the appeal is working, although initial in-
terest in more coherent policy is no guarantee that better, more
integrated policies will be created, sustained, or successful. The
fitting note on which to end this book is not that coherent policies
as we have described them are likely to revolutionize instruc-
tion but that the professional, public, and political cooperation
their design entails can have far more influence on instruction
than any policy mechanism and can generate long-term sup-
port for the lengthy process of instructional change. Crafting
more coherent policy will be extremely difficult, but the process
can have widespread and long-range benefits for improved
schooling.
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