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I just finished reading the Fall 1999 
issue of A m erican  E duca tor  and 
want to take a moment to tell you 
what an important role your efforts 
are having in informing American 
teachers and other educators about 
current advances in knowledge and 
practice. The articles by Askey and 
Wu provide uniquely useful infor­
mation and a level of discourse sel­
dom  found in w ritings abou t in­
struction . W here else w ould  the 
typical teacher find such a lucid, in­
teresting introduction to the mathe­
matics instruction reflected in the 
new, highly praised book by Liping 
Ma than that appearing in Askey’s 
and Wu’s commentaries?

This is another issue of your mag­
azine that breaks new  ground for 
the American reader. The discus­
sion does not end with a lamenta­
tio n  a b o u t th e  c u rre n t  s ta te  of 
m a th e m a tic s  e d u c a tio n  in th e  
United States, but offers well-con- 
sidered ideas to guide the discus­
sion of effective ways of teaching 
m a th em a tic s  at th e  e le m en ta ry  
school level. In contrast to the com­
mon practice of deploring Ameri­
can teachers’ weaknesses, criticism 
is followed by positive, productive 
ideas illustrating how reform in in­
struction really is possible.

— H a r o ld  W. Ste v e n so n

P r o f esso r  of  P sy c h o l o g y  

Un iv e r s it y  o f  M ic h ig a n

At a tim e w h en  ed u c a tio n a l re ­
search is often contradictory, unre­
alistic, and just plain wrong, the Fall 
1999 issue of A m erican Educator 
provided three exceptional articles: 
“Knowing and Teaching Elementary 
M athem atics,” by Richard Askey, 
“Basic Skills Versus Conceptual Un­
derstanding,” by H. Wu, and “Differ­
ent Strokes for Different Folks?: A 
C ritique  o f Learning Styles,” by 
Steven A. Stahl.

These articles provide sensible al­
ternatives to the  educational ex­
tremism that leads to ideological en­
trenchm en t, and a m uch needed  
reaffirmation of the value of class­
room experience. Each article is a 
beacon that will help guide teach­
ers trying to find their way through 
a sea of educational chicanery.

I applaud these authors’ efforts to 
introduce reason to the educational 
debate and hope the AFT will con­
tinue its leadership for the sake of 
education and of our profession.

— J o h n J .  W e v e r  
W ells, N e w  Y o r k

Three years ago, as a sixth-grade ele­
mentary school teacher, I piloted a 
highly controversial m athem atics 
cu rricu lum  that encourages s tu ­
dents to discover mathematical al­
gorithms to the virtual exclusion of 
skills d ev e lo p m en t. My d is tr ic t  
adopted this curriculum with little 
public  debate. Over the  last two 
years, many of my colleagues and I 
have struggled w ith following the 
d is tr ic t  m an d a te  to  tea c h  th e  
adopted curriculum while attempt­
ing to teach basic skills with supple­
mental materials. I therefore found 
great solace in H. Wu’s article “Basic 
Skills Versus C oncep tual U nder­
standing—A Bogus D ichotom y in 
Mathematics Education.”

Wu’s article precisely highlights 
the struggle that my colleagues and 
I are  c u rre n tly  e x p e rie n c in g . I 
w holeheartedly concur w ith Wu’s 
assertion that asking a teacher to 
check the algorithms created by 30 
stu d en ts  is indeed  “a Flerculean 
task.” I further agree w ith Wu that 
students can only develop a superfi­
cial understanding of mathematical 
concepts if there is little or no rein- 

(Continued on page 48)

Write Us!
We welcome comments on 
American Educator articles. 
Address letters to Editor, 
American Educator,
555 New Jersey Ave., N.W, 
Washington, D.C. 20001 or via 
e-mail to shendric@aft.org. Letters 
selected may be edited for space 
and clarity.
Please include a 
phone number 
or e-mail address 
so we may con­
tact you if 
needed.
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//? Memory: 
Susan Davis

RTIST SUSAN DAVIS—one of the 
people most responsible for the 

way this magazine looks—died on 
Dec. 20, 1999, just a month before 

her 52nd birthday.
Her contribution to Am erican Educator 

can be seen in this small but representative sam­
pling of her work. Her paintings graced 19 cov­
ers. Her last cover (Summer 1996) transported 
us to the mythical, magical world of Merlin.
She drew  countless o ther illustrations that 
filled our pages over the 23 years this maga­
zine has been published.

Her work also appeared in the Am eri­
can Teacher and many other AFT publi­

cations. Susan was prolific. In addition to her 
work for the AFT, she illustrated numerous 
o th e r  pub lica tions , includ ing  15 N ew  
Yorker covers, the weekly gardening col­
umn for the Washington Post, murals, 
posters, children’s books, and greet­
ing cards.

Her images w ere frequently playful, 
o ften  profound. C hildren w ere  h e r 

specialty; w hether depicted standing 
on top of the world (as in one of the 

earliest illustrations she did for us in 
th e  Spring 1979 E d u c a to r ) or 
floating in heart-shaped circles on 

th e  c o v e r o f th e  Sum m er 1992 
issue, she drew them lovingly.

When the malignant brain tumor that 
was to take her life prevented Susan 

from drawing with her right hand, she 
taught herself to draw left-handed. It was 

with her left hand that she carried out her 
final assignment for Am erican Educator— 

the special Spring-Summer 1998 issue de­
vo ted  to  read in g —includ ing  the  draw ing 

below of a girl flying over flowers.
We will miss her art—and we will miss her.

—Liz McPike, editor 
—Andrew Bornstein, designer

W inter 1999-2000 American Federation of T eachers 3



N O T E B  O O K

Join a New Survey on Cheating
THE RECENT stories of cheating 

by teachers and principals in 
the New York City school system 
were shocking because this kind of 
dishonesty is relatively rare. We just 
don’t expect teachers to cheat. Un­
fortunately, it’s a different story 
w ith students. There’s widespread 
agreement that cheating is a big 
problem in schools and colleges— 
everything from copying home­
work to buying term  papers or sim­
ply downloading them  from the In­
ternet. And there is evidence that 
cheating has increased markedly in 
the past 20 years. For example, a 
longi-tudinal study found that the 
num ber of Georgia high school stu­
dents w ho admitted to using a 
cheat sheet on an exam grew from 
34 percent in 1969 to 68 percent in 
1989.

Cheating also seems to increase 
in the course of the K-12 years. It is 
relatively rare in the early years, be­
gins to pick up in middle school, 
and seems to reach epidemic pro­
portions in high school. Yet most 
of the information we have about 
cheating in elementary and sec­
ondary schools is scattered and an­

ecdotal. This, says Professor Donald 
McCabe of Rutgers University, who 
has done extensive research on aca­
demic dishonesty, is largely be­
cause national studies of cheating 
in middle school and high school 
have been limited to a few small 
surveys.

It’s hard to do anything about a 
problem until you have a handle on 
how extensive it is, and, in the case 
of cheating, what students have to 
say about its causes and cures. So 
McCabe is planning to embark on a 
nationwide study of student cheat­
ing during the 2000-01 school year, 
and he is looking for schools will­
ing to participate. His study will be 
the first step in a project to be car­
ried out by the Center for Aca­
demic Integrity at Duke University. 
The center, which was founded by 
McCabe in 1992 and includes al­
most 200 U.S. colleges and universi­
ties, promotes academic honesty 
on college campuses but it hopes, 
in the next few years, to develop 
some guidelines on academic in­
tegrity that will be useful to sec­
ondary schools. The center has re­
cently completed the first phase of

such an initiative at the college and 
university level.

Schools participating in Mc­
Cabe’s study will be asked to sub­
mit a copy of their policy on aca­
demic integrity and administer a 
relatively short, anonymous survey 
to several hundred students. The 
survey will ask students how they 
feel about certain forms of behav­
ior that might be considered cheat­
ing, w hether they have ever en­
gaged in them, and how their 
teachers and school typically react 
w hen they suspect someone is 
cheating. The results for individual 
schools will remain completely 
anonymous, but participating 
schools will get a summary of their 
own results as well as the results of 
the entire survey. Schools will also 
get an assessment of their academic 
integrity policies, highlighting the 
features that are likely to be most 
effective.

For more information about the 
study, call McCabe at 973/353-1409 
or send him an e-mail (dmccabe@ 
andromeda.rutgers.edu). To find 
out about the center, go to its web 
site (www.academicintegrity.org).

Twenty Years of Vouchers
In 1980, the government of Chilean dictator Augusto 
Pinochet dismantled the country’s highly centralized 
system of public education and created a national 
voucher system. It allowed children to attend any 
school, public or private, that would accept them. 
This sounds like a voucher advocate’s dream come 
true, but according to Varun Gauri, an economist 
with the World Bank, turning the schools over to a 
market system did not create the educational revolu­
tion we are often led to expect.

In his book, School Choice in Chile: Two 
Decades o f  Educational Reform  (Uni­
versity of Pittsburgh Press, 1998), Gauri 
finds that vouchers did not result in a big 
improvement in the quality of the schools 
or in student performance. Schools, he 
found, were far more likely to change super­
ficial characteristics that would make them

4  American Educator

more immediately attractive to customers than to en­
gage in difficult and expensive reforms like changing 
curriculum.

The voucher system also seemed to increase social 
stratification. Parents who were “motivated and in­
formed”—typically those from the middle or profes­
sional classes—tended to seek out better schools. 
These schools were also motivated to admit more ad­
vantaged children, so children from poorer and less 

privileged families were likely to remain in less 
desirable schools.

Gauri’s findings about Chile’s voucher sys­
tem support many of the criticisms w e’ve al­
ready heard. And since he is an impartial ob- 

k server and an economist—someone who re- 
® ally understands how markets work—his 
fflk comments on Chile’s 20-year experiment 

are particularly interesting and important.
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What’s Your Story?
THE NATIONAL Story Project wants to know.

The first Saturday in every month, novelist Paul 
Auster, au thor of N ew  York Trilogy, The M usic o f  
Chance, and most recently, Tim buktu, reads three or 
four stories he has selected from the many sent in by 
listeners to National Public Radio’s Weekend All Things 
Considered.

Most of them are tiny, vivid bits of narrative, combin­
ing the ordinary and the extraordinary, and most de­
scribe an incident in the w riter’s life. Some are funny, 
like the story of how a Ku Klux Klan wizard’s beloved 
pup Rascal rushed out into the street during the annual 
KKK parade and unmasked his owner as the whole 
town watched. Some are mysterious, like the story of a 
girl who watched a white chicken walk purposefully 
down a street in Portland, Ore., hop up some porch 
steps, knock on the door—and be admitted. Many talk 
about the closing of a loop, like the one about the 
woman who lost her m other’s ashes in a burglary and 
recovered them five years later from the mortuary of a 
local church, or like this one about a little, lost bird. It 
comes from Corki Stewart, who lives in Phoenix, Ariz. 
She writes:

In 1956, Phoenix was a city with boundless 
blue skies. One day, as I walked around the house 
with my sister Kathy’s new parakeet on my finger,
I got it into my head to show Perky what the sky 
looked like. Maybe he could make a little bird 
friend out there. I took him into the backy ard, 
and then, to my horror, Perky flew off. The enor­
mous, relentless sky swallowed up my sister’s 
blue treasure, and suddenly he was gone, clipped 
wings and all.

Kathy managed to forgive me. With fake opti­
mism, she even tried to reassure me that Perky

would find a new home. But I was far too canny 
to believe that such a thing was possible. I was in­
consolable. Time passed. Eventually, my great re­
morse took a modest place among the larger 
things of life, and we all grew up.

Decades later, I watched my own children 
growing. We shared their activities and got to 
know the parents of the kids’ friends, the 
Kissells. The two families w ent camping around 
Arizona together. We all piled into the van to go 
on outings to the theater. We became the best of 
friends.

One evening, the game was to tell Great Pet 
Stories. One person claimed to have the oldest 
living goldfish. Someone else had a psychic dog. 
Then Barry, the father of the other family, took 
the floor and announced that the greatest pet of 
all time was his bird Sweetie Pie. “The best thing 
about Sweetie Pie,” he said, “was the way we got 
him. One day, when I was about eight, out of the 
clear blue sky, a little blue parakeet just floated 
down and landed on my finger.” When I was fi­
nally able to speak, we examined the amazing ev­
idence. The dates and the locations and the pic­
tures of the bird all matched up. It seems that our 
two families had been connected long before we 
ever met.

Forty years later, I ran to my sister and said,
“You were right! Perky lived! ”
The National Story Project can be heard the first 

Saturday of every month on Weekend All Things 
Considered. You can read the stories on the NPR web 
site (www.npr.org/programs/watc) or, better yet, hear 
Paul Auster read them. The web site also gives informa­
tion about how people can submit their own stories.
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Bu il d in g  
a  N e w  St r u c t u r e  

f o r  Sc h o o l  
Lea d ersh ip

know and be 
ab le  to  do; 
and schools 
and school 
s y s te m s  
m ust be 
h e ld  ac­
c o u n ta b le  
fo r m aking 
sure students 
m ee t th ese  
s ta n d a rd s . To th is  end , 
th e re  sh o u ld  be reg u la r 
evaluations to see w hether 
tea c h e rs  are teach in g  w hat 
th ey  are ex p e c te d  to  teach  and 
w hether students have mastered it. The 
evidence from these evaluations will trigger 
rewards and sanctions, but more important, it 
will also be used to improve teaching and learn­
ing.1

Over the past 15 years, standards-based reform 
has caught on and, indeed, become basic to educa­
tional policy and governance in American education. 
The majority of states have adopted some form of 
conten t and/or perform ance standards and plan to 
evaluate schools based on student performance. While 
the design of these policies still leaves much to be de­
sired, the idea of standards has a great deal of political

By R i c h a r d  F. E lm o re

STANDARDS-BASED reform seems to be thriving. Al­
though it has its detracto rs, the  reform  enjoys 

strong backing from the groups whose support is nec­
essary for its success: legislators and other policymak­
ers, as well as school administrators, teachers, and 
members of the public. However, a dangerous paradox 
th re a te n s  th e  s tandards m ovem ent. M ost p u b lic  
schools and school systems, as they are now  orga­
nized, are not equipped to meet the demands of stan­
dards-based reform. If our schools fail, and the public 
loses confidence in them, the results for public educa­
tion could be devastating. The answer to this problem 
is to figure out how to improve teaching and learning 
in whole systems instead of merely in isolated schools 
or classrooms. We can accomplish this given what we 
know about teaching and learning, but to do so we 
will have to make a dramatic change in the way leader­
ship is defined and practiced in public schools.

W hich Standards?
Standards-based reform sounds very simple: Society 
must make clear what it expects from schools by set­
ting standards tha t describe w hat students should

R ichard  F. E lm ore is a pro fessor in  the G raduate  
School o f  Education a t Harvard University a n d  se­
nior research fellow  a t the Consortium fo r  Policy Re­
search  in  E duca tion . He is a u th o r  o f  n u m e ro u s  
books a n d  articles, includ ing  Restructuring in the 
Classroom: Teaching, Learning, and School Organiza­
tion, with Penelope Peterson a n d  Sarah McCarthey 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996).
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power. That means we will get standards-based re­
form. But what kind is in doubt. Will it be the version 
that proponents envision or a corrupted and poorly- 
thought-out evil twin?

If standards are bent so they fit comfortably into 
schools as they are currently organized—and this has 
been the fate of every other major education reform in 
the 20th century—standards will be weakened, adul­
terated, and unrecognizable by the time they arrive in 
the classroom. In this case, the consequences for pub­
lic education will be severe. I think the idea of a strong 
basic education for all children will be lost—although 
some people will continue to pay it lip service. But it 
is also possible that public schools will find a way to 
incorporate the standards-based reform that its propo­
nents envision into their way of doing business. If so, 
the institutions that emerge will probably also not look 
anything like the current ones, but the idea of a strong 
basic education system for all children is more likely to 
survive and even flourish. So, as the famous Chinese 
proverb says, we are living in interesting times.

The current organization of U.S. schools—local bu­
reaucracies governed by elected boards—developed 
early in the history of public education. This system 
employed relatively low-status (largely female) teach­
ers who worked in relative isolation from each other. 
The supervisors w ere (largely male) adm inistrators 
whose main expertise was thought to lie in administra­
tion rather than in pedagogy.2 As the scale of public ed­
ucation grew, the structure becam e more elaborate 
and rigid. School districts got larger, and schools them­
selves grew in size and complexity, especially w hen 
compulsory attendance was extended to include the 
secondary grades, and schools became responsible for 
educating  the  s tuden ts  w ho used  to drop  out by 
eighth grade.

The Albert Shanker Institute
In September 1999, a small group of elected lead­
ers, policy analysts, business representatives, re­
searchers, and AFT leaders met under the auspices 
of the Albert Shanker Institute to talk about the 
progress of standards-based school reform and to 
consider the supports and professional develop­
ment teachers and principals need to make stan­
dards live up to their promise.

As a spur to thought and discussion, the 
Shanker Institute commissioned a longer version 
of the article that appears here. The original paper 
can be ordered by sending a $10 check made out 
to the Shanker Institute to Eugenia Kemble, Direc­
tor, Albert Shanker Institute, 555 New Jersey Ave., 
N.W, Washington, DC 20001.

The Albert Shanker Institute is a nonprofit orga­
nization committed to promoting a vibrant democ­
racy, quality public education, a voice for working 
people in the decisions that affect their jobs and 
lives, and free and open debate about these issues. 
The institute commissions original analyses, orga­
nizes seminars, sponsors publications, and subsi­
dizes selected projects.

A Serious D isconnect
People who analyze the structure of institutions have a 
term  for the way our schools are organized: “loose 
coupling.”3 Put simply, this means that people who 
manage such an organization do not, in fact, manage 
the way its basic functions are carried out. In school 
terms, administrators have little to do with the “techni­
cal co re” of education—the decisions about w hat 
should be taught at any given time, how it should be 
taught, w hat students should be expected to learn, 
how  they should be grouped w ithin classrooms for 
purposes of instruction, how they should be required 
to demonstrate their knowledge, and, perhaps most 
important, how their learning should be evaluated. All 
this is left to teachers, with little guidance or support 
from the organizations that surround them. Further­
more, the knowledge that guides these classroom deci­
sions is not formalized or generally agreed upon.4 It is 
not organized into patterns that others can follow be­
cause teachers invent it for themselves. And because 
its use is a matter of individual judgment, it cannot be 
reliably evaluated by anyone from outside.

Administrators, then, do not manage instruction. 
They manage the structures and processes that sur­
round instruction; they protect, or “buffer,” the techni­
cal core from outside scrutiny or interference; and in 
order to assure the public of the quality and legitimacy 
of what is happening in the technical core—the class­
room —they give the impression that they are manag­
ing it. This buffering creates what institutional theo­
rists call a “logic of c o n fid en ce” b e tw een  public  
schools and their constituents. Local board members, 
system-level administrators, and school administrators 
perform the ritualistic tasks of organizing, budgeting, 
managing, and dealing with disruptions inside and out­
side the system, all in the name of creating and main­
taining public confidence in the institutions of public 
education. Teachers, working in isolated classrooms, 
manage the technical core. This division of labor has 
continued unchanged over the past century.

The institutional theory of loose coupling explains a 
great deal about the strengths and weaknesses of pub­
lic education.

■ It explains w hy m ost innovations in schools are 
about m ain ta in ing  the logic o f  confidence between 
the p u b lic  a n d  the schools— a n d  decidedly  n o t  
abou t im proving the conditions o f  teaching and  
learning fo r  actua l teachers a n d  students. It ex­
plains the mistaken practice of creating extraordinar­
ily large high schools where anonymity discourages 
studen ts from  being engaged w ith  learning; the 
tracking systems that condemn low-performing stu­
dents to low-level academic work instead of giving 
them the help they need to raise their performance; 
the athletic programs that exclude large numbers of 
students from participation in extracurricular activi­
ties; the special programs that remove students from 
regular instruction in the name of remediation; and 
the site-based management reforms that engage in 
decision-making about everything except the condi­
tions of teaching and learning. Although most of the 
people w ho institute these practices believe they 
have the best interests of the students in mind, each
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Schools are almost always 
aboil with “change,” but 
they are rarely involved in 
any deliberate process of 
improvement.

p ra c tic e  is really  d ire c te d  to  a p a rtic u la r  c o n ­
stituency  in an effort to  m ake its m em bers feel 
that “good things are happening” in their schools.

■ I t explains w hy successful instructional practices 
tha t grow  o u t o f  research or exem plary practice  
never take root in more than a few  classrooms and  
schools .5 Because school adm inistration exists to 
buffer the instructional core, not to disturb and cer­
tainly not to improve it, and because teaching is iso­
lated work, improving instruction is strictly a matter 
of individual initiative. This leads to (1) innovations 
that are highly personal and thus tend to be adopted 
only by a few receptive teachers who happen to hear 
of them and (2) innovations that are not connected to 
any larger goal or purpose belonging to the school or 
the school system. So, although schools are almost al­
ways aboil w ith  some kind of “change,” they  are 
rarely involved in any deliberate process of improve­
ment where progress is measured against a clear and 
well-understood instructional goal.

■ I t explains the largely unsuccessful quest over the 
past century fo r  school administrators who are “in­
structional leaders.” Instructional leadership is the 
equivalent of the holy grail in educational administra­
tion. Most programs that prepare superintendents 
and principals claim to be in the business of training 
the next generation of instructional leaders. Most 
professional development for school administrators 
at least refers to the central position of instruction. 
This is mainly just talk. In fact, few administra­
tors of any kind or at any level are directly / 
involved in instruction.6 Principals who 1 
develop the skills and know ledge re- ( _ 
quired to become instructional leaders 7  
do so because of their own preferences /  QJ I 3 ^  
and values—and often at some cost to
their own careers. The institutional struc- 
tu re  does no t prom ote , or select for, 
knowledge and skill in the area of teach- 
ing and learning. At best, it tolerates J

the few who cultivate them.

■ It explains the instability o f  politics and  leadership 
in m ost large school systems. Local politics are often 
factional, and it is no surprise that school boards re­
flect these political divisions. A smart board member, 
then, is one w ho spends m ost of his or her time 
using issues to consolidate political support. A smart 
superintendent is one w ho can count the number of 
board members, divide by two, and, if necessary, add 
one. Superintendents come and go based on their ca­
pacity to maintain a working majority on a relatively 
unstable elected board. In this context, their ability 
to focus the schools on their core function of teach­
ing and learning and make steady im provem ents 
over time is irrelevant.

■ I t explains the in fa tua tion  o f  educators a n d  the 
public  w ith “trait theories’’ o f  competence. What I 
mean by this is that teachers, principals, and superin­
tendents are considered “good” because they have 
certain personal qualities, no t because they have 
mastered some body of professional knowledge or 
because they have proved they are com petent at 
what they do. This reliance on personal qualities for 
judging com petence is to be expected w ith loose 
coupling. If an organization has little or no influence 
over its core functions, all it can do is select people 
on the basis of qualities that are considered desir­
able—and pray. Reliance on personal traits instead of 
verifiable com petence also means there is no pre­
mium placed on improvement. The expectation that 
p e o p le  w ill becom e m ore c o m p e te n t over the  
course of their careers, or that the organization will 
systematically invest in helping them  becom e so, 
hardly exists, if it exists at all, in organizations that 
are loosely coupled.

Standards and the Status Quo
It is not hard to see why standards-based reform, how­
ever willing a reception it seems to be getting, creates 
certain fundamental problems for public education. It 
conflicts with the way public schools are currently or­
ganized, and this difference is not likely to be resolved 
in the usual way, by bending the new policy until it fits 
into the existing institutional structure.

Standards-based reform, by concerning itself w ith 
teaching and learning, tries to reach directly into the 
instructional core. Content standards, even in > 
their current rather crude form, require that 
students receive instruction in certain 
subject areas and certain  topics.
This th rea ten s  the  techn ica l 
core. And perform ance

•s. standards are even
j u -  m ore th re a te n in g  be-

cause  th e y  a sse rt th a t 
schools should be held directly 

~~Ĵ ga[̂ a c c o u n ta b le  for what students learn.
Moreover, standards-based reform hits at 

\  O Y a  a critical weakness in the current sys- 
^ ' - O V \  tem —it cannot account for the fact 

\  some students master academic
content while others do not. In the 
absence of any generally agreed-upon
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explanation, school people, and the public at large, 
have been free to invoke their favorite theories: weak 
family structures, poverty, discrimination, lack of apti­
tude, peer pressure, diet, television, etc. Standards- 
based reform offers a single explanation—the school 
and the people who work in it are accountable for stu­
dent learning. Whatever one may think about this the­
ory, it has a strong political, economic, and social ap­
peal; and its logic is clear. The black box is open, and 
what teachers teach and students learn is increasingly 
a matter of public scrutiny and debate, and subject to 
direct measurement and inspection.

Standards-based reform also underm ines the basic 
premise of local control: school districts governed by 
elected community school boards. In virtually all state 
accountability systems, the individual school, rather 
than the school district, is the primary unit of account­
ability. It’s true that governors and state legislators are 
careful to include local school boards and superinten­
dents in any description of how school accountability 
works. But the stark reality is that little more than a 
decade ago, most states were not able to collect, ana­
lyze, and report data on individual schools; now they 
can. With the individual school as the unit of account­
ability, it becom es difficult to defend dysfunctional 
local politics and the usefulness of locally centralized 
governance and administration.

These conflicts betw een standards-based reform 
and the curren t structure of public education may 
bode  ill for pu b lic  schoo ls and the  p eo p le  w ho  
w ork in them . If schools fail repea ted ly  to  m eet 
standards, the traditional argum ents that have been 
used to defend the existing institu tional structure  
will probably becom e w eaker and less persuasive. 
And if schools also deal w ith these external threats 
in the usual way—that is by bending the new  policy 
requ irem en ts to the  existing s tru c tu re —the stan­
dards m ovem ent w ill p robably  fade away. Policy­
makers and the public will come to accept the argu­
m ents that the core technology of education cannot 
be understood  in any system atic way and that in­
structional quality and perform ance in education  
are mostly m atters of personal preference both for 
e d u c a to rs  and  fo r th e ir  c lie n ts . T he idea  th a t  
schools should m eet certain specified standards of 
quality and perform ance will then  recede into the 
mists of policy history. The problem  w ith  this sce­
nario, of course, is that the dem and for school ac­
coun tab ility  w ill no t go away, even if standards- 
based reform  does, because policym akers are still 
left w ith  the  p rob lem  of how  to  accoun t for the  
public expenditures they are making and w hat to do 
about the governance structure of public education.

But what if, instead of letting this scenario play itself 
out, we seize the opportunity that the standards move­
ment offers? What if we remake the way schools are 
organized so they are tightly focused on the core func­
tions of teaching and learning? We know how this can 
be done—some school districts have already em­
barked on the process. And, as I will point out, we g 
even have the resources to carry it through. \

The Market Solution
Many people w ho read this analysis of the / /  '

Leaders are responsible 
for helping to make 
possible what they require 
others to do.

poor fit between public education as we know it and 
standards-based reform will have a ready suggestion for 
a cu re—market schools. But schools based on that 
model are just as subject as the current public schools 
to the problems associated w ith loose coupling. In­
deed, the notion that quality and performance in edu­
cation are strictly matters of personal taste is best ex­
emplified in market schools, w hether they are based 
on vouchers, capitation grants (in which schools get 
public money based on the number of students they 
attract), or charter schools. Because w hatever form 
they take, these schools imply nothing about either 
the conten t or the quality of instruction. In fact, a 
major part of their political appeal, both to educators 
and policymakers, is that they do not require any clear 
thinking about what will actually happen inside the 
structure, and thus they reproduce, in another form, 
the buffering of the technical core that w e’ve already 
seen in the public schools.

When market models enter the picture in any num­
ber and education becomes even more a matter of per­
sonal taste and preference than it already is, the struc­
ture and governance of local schools will become in­
creasingly weak and the schools themselves irrelevant 
to many educators and their clients. That is what peo­
ple who choose market schools, w hether as teachers 
and administrators or parents, want. Entrepreneurial 
schools have no wish to operate under local gover­
nance systems if they can attract enough clients to 
function as free agents. Nor do active choosers—the 
parents and students who have strong school prefer­
e n c e s—w ish  to  stay w ith  cen trally  adm in istered  
schools w hen they can go to individual schools that 
suit their tastes. Increasingly, then, the only children in 
centrally administered and governed public schools 

will be the ones whose parents are not active 
choosers or who are not chosen. I frequently 

) tell my students that if they want to see a pos- 
< £ ' Mm sib le fu tu re  for the  p u b lic  schoo ls , th ey  

J should visit a public hosp ita l—a poorly fi- 
nanced subsystem of the health care market 

v  k \  that specializes in clients no one else wants to 
serve.

, r  So if public educators insist that the instruc- 
• ~ j tional core is inviolate and the role of administra­
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tors is to support it, they are inviting policy­
makers simply to agree, and then to shift pub- 
lie education by degrees into a system based /[{ . 
entirely  on personal taste, p reference , and /(II )  
judgment. This will mean that public responsi- 
bility for education will only extend as far as \ j |  
distributing the available money to individual 
families or schools. What happens afterwards / /  
will be up to the individuals and schools, not CJ /a  } 
the state. And many issues that we now be- V \J 
lieve to be of importance to society will 
become matters of individual taste, preference, ^ g S  
and judgment: w hether students are exposed to TBSfc 
high-quality teaching and learning as a conse- l p |  
quence of public  expenditures; w hat studen ts Lyr  
know as a consequence of the teaching they have 
received; and w hether certain groups of students 
routinely have access to more powerful knowl- p v . 
edge than others. So there are reasons why public j 
educators should be measured in their criticisms of 
standards-based reforms. Indeed, they might even be 
grateful that the standards movement, by laying open 
the long-standing weaknesses in the system, gives us 
an impetus to change them.

Leadership Redefined
For those interested in improving public schools, the 
local governance and administration of education hold 
a trum p card, w hich can be played to bring about 
broad improvements in teaching and learning. Individ­
ual schools, which operate largely as individual firms, 
have difficulty finding money to spend on improving 
the skills and knowledge of their teachers and adminis­
trators. Individual schools that are part of larger corpo­
rations also have incentives, in markets largely defined 
by taste and preference, to underinvest in skill and 
knowledge, since they market their reputations for 
quality rather than any specific service or result.7 How­
ever, most public school systems still have access to 
money—most of it now spent on administrative over­
head—that could be invested in improving the skills 
and knowledge of principals and teachers.

Standards-based reforms are delivering a relatively 
clear signal to schools and school systems that their 
m ain business should be to  im prove teaching and 
learning. Will they be able to respond to this demand? 
Only if we have a clear understanding of w hat we 
mean by “improvement” and “leadership.”

“Im provem ent” is change that can be defined in 
terms of time and direction. It takes place when an or­
ganization can demonstrate that it has made progress 
toward a goal by doing certain things; and it engages 
people in analyzing and understanding why some ac­
tions seem to work and others don’t.

A school leader? Quite simply, he or she is a person 
w ho can guide this kind of instructional improvement. 
Reading what has been written on principalship can 
be daunting because it suggests that principals should 
be heroic figures who embody whatever is necessary 
to remedy their school’s every defect. Somewhere on 
the long list of exemplary qualities, one usually finds a 
reference to instruction. It is probably vague, in order 
to include both those who care about instruction and 
those who regard it as a distraction from their real job.

The definition I offer focuses on instructional improve­
m ent; and the  skills and know ledge th a t m atter, 

i under this definition, lead to the improvement of in­
struction and student performance.

Writings about management generally describe 
I leaders, or higher-level managers, as exercising 

" i  “control” over an organization, but this term is mis- 
jJ  leading when applied to improvement. Control im- 
1  plies that the controller knows exactly what the 
’’ controllees should do. Because teachers, the people 

who deliver instruction, will have the best grasp of 
how to improve it, a school leader does not control 
improvement as much as guide it. “Guidance” and 

“direction”—better terms for w hat should be going 
on—imply that expertise is shared. They also imply 
that there are different kinds and different levels of ex­
pertise in an organization. And if knowledge is dis­
tributed, we must also think in terms of what I will 
call “distributed leadership.”8

The basic idea of distributed leadership is not very 
complicated. People in any system develop specialties 
that reflect their interests, aptitudes, and skills; but 
competence varies considerably among people in simi­
lar roles. Harnessing these varied skills and talents so 
they complement each other is a tricky job. Equally 
challenging is the task of figuring out w hen there is 
no t enough com petence inside an organization to 
solve its problems, thus requiring a search outside. In a 
know ledge-intensive en te rp rise  like teach ing  and 
learning, there is no way to perform the complex tasks 
involved w ithout distributing the responsibility for 
leadership and creating a common culture that makes 
this distributed leadership coherent. It is the “glue” of 
a common task or goal—improvement of instruction— 
and a common set of values for how to approach that 
task that keep distributed leadership from becoming 
another version of loose coupling.

Across-the-board agreement on basic aims and val­
ues is a precondition for leading an organization to­
ward instructional improvement. Collaboration and 
collegiality are im portan t, b u t they  alone are no t 
enough. Distributed leadership seeks to parcel out re­
sponsibility and authority for guiding and directing in­
struction, and learning about instruction. The point is 
to increase the likelihood that the decisions of individ­
ual teachers and principals add up to collective bene­
fits for student learning.9 Standards-based reform cre­
ates an enabling context for all this.

The New Model
Creating a new model of distributed leadership con­
sists of two main tasks: One involves describing the 
ground rules that leaders w ould have to follow in 
order to carry out large-scale improvement; the other 
describes how they would share responsibility. Here 
are some principles for d istributed leadership that 
focus on improving teaching and learning in a school 
system.
■ The purpose o f  leadership is to im prove practice  

and  perform ance. Thus, the skills and knowledge 
that m atter are those which contribute to creating 
classrooms, schools, and districts w here there are 
clear expectations about performance.
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■ Im provem ent requires continuous learning, both  
by in d iv id u a ls  a n d  groups. Collective learning 
needs an environm ent in which learning is
the normal activity. The current structure of 
public education encourages isolated and in­
dividualistic learning. Distributed leadership 
needs to create an environm ent that views 
learning as a collective good. Individuals 
should expect to have colleagues look criti­
cally at their personal ideas and practices; 
and groups should expect the same thing 
from individuals. Privacy of practice p ro ­
duces isolation, and isolation is the enemy of 
improvement.

■ Leaders lead by exem plifying  the values 
and  behavior they’ w ant others to adopt. If 
learning is their central responsibility, lead­
ers must model the learning they expect 
others to engage in. They should also ex­
p e c t to  have th e ir ow n p rac tice  sub­
jected to the same scrutiny that they turn  on 
others.

■ People cooperate w ith  one ano ther in  achieving  
their goals when they recognize other people’s ex­
pertise. Large-scale improvement requires a relatively 
complex kind of cooperation among people in di­
verse roles. The key to creating this cooperation is 
understanding that learning grows out of differences 
in expertise. If collective learning is the goal, my au­
thority to command you to do something doesn’t 
mean much if I don’t have the knowledge and skill 
which, when joined with yours, make us both more 
effective.10

■ Leaders are responsible fo r  helping to m ake possi­
ble w hat they are requiring others to do. A boss can 
command whatever she likes. A leader gets her au­
thority from making sure that people have a chance 
to learn to do what she asks.

This model of distributed leadership assumes that 
what goes on in the classroom is a collective good—a 
common concern of the whole institution—as well as 
a private and individual concern. It posits a theory of 
leadership that, while respecting, acknowledging, and 
capitalizing on differences in expertise, locates failure 
in isolated practice and success in the creation of in­
terdependencies that stretch over these differences.

Improvement is about developing and distributing 
knowledge. Hence, leadership roles have to represent 
those who create and engage people in learning new 
forms of practice. These roles develop in systems that 
are engaged in large-scale improvement, as we shall 
see below. Where they don’t exist, they will have to be 
created or redefined from existing roles.

Learning How To Do the Right Things
Many well-intentioned reformers argue that large-scale 
improvement of schools can be accomplished by find­
ing good people and freeing them from the bonds of 
bureaucracy. However, improvement is more likely to 
come from what people learn on the job than from 
what they knew w hen they began it. Organizations im­
prove because they agree on what is worth achieving

and th en  c rea te  p rocesses that 
help their employees learn what 
they  need  to  m eet these  goals. 
Moreover, such organizations se­

lect, reward, and retain people who 
are willing to embrace the purposes 

of the organization and learn how to 
ach iev e  th em . Im p ro v e m e n t o c c u rs  

th ro u g h  o rg an ized  social lea rn in g , n o t 
through idiosyncratic experim entation and 

discovery.
The idea of learning how  to do the right 

th ing—collectively and over tim e—is at the 
core of the theory of standards-based reform. 
There are major problem s w ith the design of 
most state standards and accountability systems.

One would expect such problems with new poli­
cies that are discontinuous with past policies and 

that deal with complex processes and institutions. But 
as important as these problems are, the problems of in­
stitutional design and educational practice implicit in 
standards-based reform are much more serious. If the 
theory of distributed leadership outlined in the previ­
ous section is correct, these problems of institutional 
design and practice cannot be solved through policy­
making alone. Policy can set targets for practice and 
performance; it can stimulate public discussion about 
content and performance in schools; and it can alter 
the incentives under which schools and school sys­
tems work. But the closer policy gets to the instruc­
tional co re—to how  teachers and students engage 
with content—the more policymakers lose their com­
parative advantage, the more they become dependent 
on the knowledge and skill of practitioners to mold 
and shape the instructional core."

We are still learning how to bring about large-scale 
improvement of instruction and performance. How­
ever, it seems evident that some schools and districts 
are  b e t te r  at th e  task  th an  o th e rs . M urphy and 
Hallinger, in a study of California school districts with 
high student achievement, found evidence of common 
management strategies. Superintendents in these dis­
tric ts  w ere know ledgeable about curricu lum  and 
teaching strategies, and they were key initiators of 
changes in these areas. Together with other central of­
fice people, superin tendents took an active role in 
m onitoring curriculum  and instruction. They were 
also active in supervising, evaluating, and mentoring 
principals, and they were more likely to fire principals 
who performed poorly. These successful districts were 
clearer in their goals and more willing to decide what 
would be taught and what would constitute evidence 
of perform ance. On the o ther hand, these districts 
were also more willing to let the schools decide how 
to carry out an instructional program, and, despite 
strong leadership, they were less bureaucratic than 
their counterparts. They tended to rely more on com­
mon values, which typically focused on improvement 
of student learning. They showed evidence of steady, 
sustained improvement; a positive approach to prob- 
lem-solving in the face of unforeseen difficulties; a 
view of structures, processes, and data as instruments 
for improvement rather than as ends in themselves; 
and a heavy internal focus by administrators on the de-
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A major principle in school 
improvement is getting 
people at all levels focused 
on instruction.

mands of instruction, rather than a focus on events in 
the external environment.12

Knapp and his colleagues, in their study of high- 
quality instruction in high-poverty classrooms, found 
that the pattern of district involvement in instructional 
improvement was either to avoid high-quality practice 
(pushing teachers toward less ambitious, lower level, 
m ore structured practice) or, more commonly, was 
chaotic and incoherent. “Most teachers,” they con­
clude, “received m ixed signals [from the district] 
about w hat to teach.” Further, the researchers found 
that the instruments most districts use to influence in­
struction—guidelines, textbook adoptions, testing and 
assessm ent, scope and sequence requirem ents by 
grade level, e tc.—were almost entirely disconnected 
from the learning that teachers had to do in order to 
master more ambitious instructional practices. Dis­
tricts were, in the researchers’ words, long on pres­
sure and short on support, with the predictable effect 
that most of the efforts to adopt ambitious instruc­
tional practice were idiosyncratic by school and class­
room. 13 This research tracks with earlier work on what 
determined content and pedagogy in a large sample of 
schools, which concluded that, for the most part, dis­
trict influences on instructional practice were diffuse 
and ineffectual and usually peripheral to teachers’ de­
cisions about what to teach or how.14

Focusing on  Practice in  District Two
My own work on instructional improvement in Com­
munity School District Two, New York City, reinforces 
many of the them es in these studies. (See article on 
page 14.) District Two is, by any standard, one of the 
highest-performing urban school systems in the coun­
try, w ith fewer than 12 percent of its students—60 
percent of whom are low-income—scoring in the low­
est quartile of nationally standardized reading tests. A 
comparable figure for most urban districts is the 40 
percent to 50 percent range. The District Two story is 
a complex one, but the main them es are consistent 
with what I’ve been saying about leadership and long­
term  improvement. Over the past 10 years, District 
Two has pursued a strategy to improve teaching and 
learning that has involved:
■ Long-term focus on core instruction, first in literacy

and then in mathematics

■ Heavy investments in professional developm ent in 
the fundam entals of strong classroom instruction 
both for teachers and for principals

■ Strong and explicit accountability for principals and 
teachers for the quality of practice and the level 
of student performance, backed by direct oversight 
of classroom  prac tice  by p rincipals and d istric t 
personnel

■ The expectation that adults will take responsibility 
for their own, their colleagues’, and their students’ 
learning.

District Two comprises a wide variety of schools in 
widely varying neighborhoods. As a result, the schools 
embody different problems of practice, enroll very dif­
ferent student populations, and are at different places 
in their improvement processes. The district adjusts 
for these differences by treating the schools differ­
ently: More oversight, direction, and professional de­
velopment are concentrated on schools with the low­
est-perform ing students; professional developm ent 
p lans are adap ted  to  the  p a rticu la r  in stru c tio n a l 
progress of specific teachers in each school; and high- 
performing schools are granted more discretion than 
low-performing schools in both practice and profes­
sional development. Principals are the linchpins of in­
structional improvement in District Two. They are re­
cruited, evaluated, and retained or dismissed on the 
basis of their ability to understand, model, and de­
velop instructional practice among teachers and, ulti­
mately, on their ability to im prove student perfo r­
mance. At all levels of the system, isolation is seen as 
the enemy of improvement, so most management and 
professional development activities are specifically de­
signed to connect teachers, principals, professional de­
velopers, and district administrators with one another 
and with outside experts in regard to 
specific problems of practice. —.

District Two has also enjoyed j  
an e x tra o rd in a ry  leve l o f \ \
s ta b ility  in  le a d e rsh ip .
A nthony Alvarado, the  \
s u p e r in te n d e n t  w h o  N y v K  /  
in itia te d  th e  large- 
scale im provem ent I f  I.
strategy, was in the \ 1
d is tr ic t  for e ig h t I  \ X  \ \
y ears , and  his |g j \  \ \
fo rm er d epu ty , II .
E laine Fink, w h o  \
served  as the  m ain y
source of instructional 
guidance and oversight 
in the district th roughout 
Alvarado’s term, is now superin- 
tendent. Similarly, the community school 
board, which represents many segments of a very di­
verse community, has been relatively stable and has 
served as a steady source of guidance and support for 
administrative leadership.15

Considering the m agnitude of the task posed by 
(Continued on page 42)
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It ’s All a b o u t
T  EACHING 

a n d  Le a r n in g

New York City’s District Two 
Puts the Focus Where It Belongs

Richard F. E lm ore’s discussion o f  school leadership 
a n d  standards-based reform in the previous article 
poses m a n y  questions. W hat has happened— a n d  
w h a t continues to take p lace— in District Two be­
g ins to answ er these questions. In  the article that 
fo llow s, p a r tic ip a n ts  in  the rem a k in g  o f  D istrict 
Tw o—E la ine  F in k , Shelley F larw ayne, a n d  fu d y  
D avis— talk a bou t their experiences. Fink, who is 
now  superintendent, was Superin tendent A n thony  
Alvarado’s deputy; Flarwayne, now a deputy super­
in tendent, was a principal; Ju d y  D avis w as— and  
is—a m aster teacher. Their com m ents were p a r t o f  
discussions a t the Albert Shanker Institute sem inar  
held  in  Septem ber 1999 a n d  are ed ited  fr o m  the 
sem inar transcript.

—Editor

Elaine Fink: A Districtwide Plan
W hen we entered District Two in the late 1980s, fewer 
than 50 percent of our students were reading above 
grade level, and betw een 20 percent and 30 percent 
w ere in the bottom  quartile. We had 14 Chapter 1 
schools, as we still do, and more than 50 percent of 
the children were at the poverty level, which is still 
the case. For me, the 20 percent to 30 percent in the 
bottom quartile registered as “cannot read.” Math was 
not that different, but reading was at the lowest ebb. 
We looked at those statistics, and then  we started 
w alking around to  see w hat w as going on in the 
schools. We saw teachers w orking very  hard, bu t 
w hen we looked at the kids’ faces, we saw they were 
up in the clouds somewhere.

As we talked about what needed to be done, we re­
alized that everything had to be about teaching and 
learning. We had to create a system that taught the 
adults because we clearly w eren’t getting to the kids. 
So, we started doing research on who had the highest

literacy rates in the world and where we could find 
the best practices. Tony Alvarado [former superinten­
dent of District Two] kept passing along books and ar­
ticles to me and saying, “Look at this, look at this! 
We’ve really got to work on this!” We sent teams of 
people to places where good work was being done so 
they could see it and find people to talk to us about 
what they were doing.

We had to come up with a plan for the district, and 
that meant a big change in organization. It was clear 
that the traditional district-office structure would not 
be capable of making changes across the district. We 
had to flatten the organization and eliminate the coor­
dinators of this, that, and the other because, as we re­
alized, they were not affecting student achievement. 
Money had to be put, instead, into teacher develop­
m ent and principal developm ent—learning for all of 
us—because that’s what would make the changes we 
were looking for. That first year, we put 1 percent of 
ou r b u d g e t in to  te a c h e r  lea rn in g  — a very  sm all 
amount.

We started working with universities and bringing in 
consu ltan ts—some came from  as far away as New 
Zealand or Australia—so we could talk with them and 
have them start educating us. Then we looked at how 
we could reach the principals. What Dick Elmore says 
about the importance of leadership is right: Principals 
are the ones who are in a position to guide and move 
teachers. So we changed the principals’ conferences 
into learning experiences, w here we read together, 
stud ied  together, and lis tened  to ex p erts  and re ­
sponded to their work. The principals then took what 
they had learned back to their teachers; and their staff 
conferences began to change.We modeled change for 
them, and it worked.

We still needed a districtwide professional develop­
ment plan. But what would such a plan look like if its

1 4  A m er ic a n  E d u c a t o r W in t e r  1 9 9 9 -2 0 0 0



Fifth-grade students a t D istrict Tivo’s Manhattan 
New School surround their teacher Judy Davis (righ t) 
and Deputy Superintendent Shelley H arw ayne (left).



goal was to improve teaching and learning for every­
body? What structures would we need to make learn­
ing continuous? It all came down to the fact that adults 
learn the same way kids do: with whole-group learn­
ing, small-group learning, individualized learning. So 
we set up study groups and support meetings for prin­
cipals and teachers, which allowed them to get out of 
their own schools and classes and see what was going 
on in other places. We set up a buddy system so one 
teacher could help  ano ther and small netw orking 
groups where principals and teachers could work to­
gether. In short, we changed every piece of the exist­
ing professional development scheme.

Our plan incorporated answers to questions, as we 
saw them, about how children and adults learn; but 
we continue to question what we are doing. If some­
thing isn’t working, we ask why. What didn’t that per­
son get? Did she work with another teacher? Did the 
two of them look at children’s work together? Did they 
observe each o ther’s teaching? Maybe they need to 
have a third party come in or perhaps videotape a les­
son so they can analyze it. And we ask the same kinds 
of questions for principals.

For us, professional development means providing a 
particular teacher with what she needs to teach a par­
ticular kid. And if that teacher is not successful, we 
have to come up with something else because we are 
failing. T hat’s the whole premise: If the kids aren’t 
learning, we haven’t done our job. We don’t know 
how to teach them, and we have to learn how. So we 
go back to researching, reading together, studying to­
gether, observing, visiting classes. We fmd out where 
what w e’re trying to do is being done well, we make a 
videotape there, and we reflect on what we see. We 
have a staff developer come in and do a demonstration 
lesson. We try every answer we can think of.

We’ve increased the percentage of the budget we 
spend on professional development: It’s now between 
7 percent and 8 percent. Unfortunately, this school 
year I had to cut it by $1.5 million because a $2.5 mil­
lion federal magnet grant we got when we began this 
program was not renew ed last year. So w e’re really 
dying for that $2.5 million, and w e’ve tried to make it 
up by working with other districts and charging for 
our expertise. This year we put $11 million into pro­
fessional development, but last year we had $12 mil­
lion. Every year we need more and more because as 
our expertise  becom es deeper, we need to spend 
more and more to become better at what w e’re doing. 
We also have many new teachers and principals who 
must be brought up to speed.

Much of the money we spend goes for staff develop­
ers and consultants. Some we bring in under contract; 
some are teachers w ho have become staff developers. 
It also goes for substitute coverage. Individual schools 
decide how  to spend the m oney that is allotted to 
them. Most schools buy a minimum of 150 to 200 sub 
days. Those days allow teachers to go out and visit 
other teachers and other schools. Then they can come 
back and model what they’ve found. Most schools hire 
one or two extra people w ho are certified teachers 
and who become part of their school staff. Then when 
regular teachers go out on inter-visitation or some 
other professional development activity, the students
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have substitute teachers w ho know them  and have 
worked with them. In terms of staff development, the 
executive leadership of the UFT has always been sup­
portive of the changes we have made in District Two, 
and I don’t think we could have accomplished all we 
have without the union’s help.

Just as we don’t do staff development for the sake of 
doing staff development, we don’t pick just anyone to 
do it. The biggest mistake you can make is to bring in 
someone average or below average to demonstrate for 
a teacher w ho’s trying to learn. In a lot of places, I 
think that administrators pick people to be staff devel­
opers because they get along well with others or they 
did an OK job in their classroom. That doesn’t work. 
Teachers want to gain expertise, and if a staff devel­
oper can’t offer it, teachers are likely to decide that 
professional developm ent is a sham. But w hen they 
start getting real knowledge and see their kids making 
progress, then they want to be involved in professional 
development.

W hat’s important is the quality of the professional 
development, the amount of time you give to it, and

Elaine Fink, superintendent o f District Two.
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the resources that you put in. The professional devel­
opment we have provided for teachers in District Two 
has made a difference, but we have to continue, and 
funds are an issue and time is an issue. All day long 
you’re learning, right beside your kids. But there has to 
be time for professional conversations after school, be­
fore school, at lunchtime. Every minute you’re at work 
has to be about learning because that’s what we ex­
pect of kids.

What results have we had? As I’ve said, between 25 
percent and 30 percent of our kids were in the bottom 
quartile of readers w hen we started out. This year, we 
have 9-6 percent. That’s a number w e’re very proud of 
because the kids in the bottom quartile are ones that 
almost nobody ever gets to. But we target those kids. 
Also, 45 percent of the children in the district are now 
in the top quartile, in comparison with the 20-odd per­
cent we started out with. That, too, is a real achieve­
ment.

W hen the year begins, the principals and I talk 
about goals and objectives. And the principals ask 
each teacher how many kids from the bottom quartile 
she thinks she can push over into the next quartile and 
what kind of work she needs to do with them. After all 
this, the principals estimate how many kids they think 
they’ll move this year. And then I make my projection 
for the district. That’s how goals are set. We do it very 
realistically, working with each teacher on every kid in 
her classroom  and figuring out how  that teacher’s 
going to push those kids to the next quartile.

I think that what has made the difference is the very 
clear focus and the amount of support the teachers 
and supervisors get. Now that w e’re down below 10 
p e rcen t in this bo ttom  quartile, w e have to  keep 
adding to  that support because it gets harder and 
harder to improve the kids’ achievement. The teachers 
need more expertise, and it’s not the same expertise as 
it is with kids who find it easier to learn. Pacing needs 
to be different, and our understanding of how those 
children learn has to be very specific and detailed.

But the strong professional development system to 
support teachers and principals is not enough. There 
is also a very clear accountability piece. You get as 
much support as you need. We will go to the wall for 
you, but you need to be an active participant in learn­
ing and becoming better at what you do. I mentioned 
the goals and objectives that principals write for their 
schools at the beginning of the year. Well, they are in­
cred ib le  p ieces of w o rk —descrip tio n s  o f w hat a 
school looks like, feels like—and w hat the people 
there are going to work on. And the people in a school 
are held accountable throughout the year for staying 
w ith the goals and objectives and getting the results 
they expected to get.

I hold myself accountable, too. For example, I saw a 
school last year that I knew was going to do poorly, 
but I didn’t step in during the year. When I saw the re­
sults, I said to myself, “Look what happened to those 
kids because you didn’t do what you should have!” I 
go into every classroom in every single school in the 
district. Out of 1,400 teachers, I probably know 1,000 
of them  by now. I know their weaknesses and their 
strengths. I know  w hat professional developm ent 
they’ve gotten over the years. I know what lesson I

If the kids aren’t learning, 
we haven’t done our job. 
We don’t know how 
to teach them, and 
we have to learn how

saw last year, and where that teacher needed to go. 
And it’s the same thing with the head of a school. I try 
to learn how to push a principal in the direction she 
needs to go, and I think that principals need to do the 
same thing with teachers. W hat’s going to make them 
w ork harder? W hat’s going to make them  w ant to 
know more? And so, I hold myself and my staff ac­
countable  for w orking w ith  heads of schools and 
teachers, and I hold the heads of schools accountable 
for knowing their teachers well and knowing w hat 
makes them  tick, and w hat will make them  b e tte r 
teachers.

Now, we try to help other districts to move along 
the same direction w e’ve taken. Even though they  
have entirely different cultures, I start by remembering 
w here D istrict Two was 10 years ago. We w ere all 
about isolation. Classrooms were isolated; principals 
w ere isolated. And learning was inconsisten t and 
som etim es nonexistent. We “taught a curriculum ,” 
which meant covering what you were supposed to in 
the textbook you were assigned. The principal was the 
administrator of the building and rarely walked into 
the classroom to get involved in instruction. One of 
the first things I talk about is how the superintendent 
and deputy need to know instruction. I know some 
people disagree, but I believe that superintendents 
and principals not only have to be evaluators and su­
pervisors, but coaches as well. They have to under­
stand w hat’s going on in a classroom so they can make 
suggestions—including suggestions about the profes­
sional development in a particular school. Professional 
development cannot be and should not be done from 
a district office; it has to come from the people in that 
school. And a supervisor has to know w hat’s going on.

Shelley Harwayne: 
Principals and Teachers
One of the wonderful things that happens when a dis­
trict spends $11 million a year on professional devel­
opment is that excellent teachers want to teach in the 
district because they know they’re going to stay alive
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professionally and get cutting-edge information.
One of my first jobs as principal was to be a kind of 

switchboard operator. I had to connect the teachers in 
our school to one another, as well as to people and 
places e lsew here in the  d istric t—and all over the 
country—where they could learn. But I want to talk 
especially about what happens within the four walls of 
one school building. The question I had to answer 
was: How do you create a scholarly setting? Thinking 
of teachers as scholars is almost unheard of, but every 
decision I make is about how I can create a scholarly 
community.

The first thing to do is to hire principals who know 
how to teach. It’s not enough to watch a teacher teach 
before you hire her; you need to do the same thing 
with principals. This is important for a lot of reasons. 
A principal who knows how to teach can, if necessary, 
cover a teacher’s class w hen the teacher goes to work 
w ith a colleague. And a principal w ith that kind of 
knowledge will be careful about who substitutes for a 
teacher. That’s important. Many teachers don’t want to 
leave their classrooms for staff development because 
they’re worried that the kids are going to be in an audi­
torium watching a video. The way we cover for teach­
ers has to be worthwhile; otherwise teachers are not 
going to leave their classrooms to learn more.

A principal w ho can teach—and w ho does some 
teaching, even if it’s for short amounts of tim e—can 
put herself into a teacher’s shoes in other important 
ways. For instance, she can understand the effect of in­
te rru p tio n s  during the  school day; she can assess 
w hether there are decent teaching materials in the 
building. She can understand that some children re­
quire very specialized techniques, and she can get to 
know children who are struggling.

Even if you look for and hire the best principals, you 
have to be careful about the paperwork taking over be­
cause then they’ll never have time for anything else. 
W hen I first took this job, a principal told me that she 
didn’t do paperwork w hen the kids and the teachers 
were in the building because her job was to improve 
instruction, and I th ink th a t’s essential. In D istrict 
Two, we keep the same focus on instructional issues at 
our principals’ meetings. People from other districts 
are probably stunned that the administrative stuff is 
squeezed into the last 20 m inutes of a meeting and 
that we are talking about curriculum all day long.

We expect principals to know subject matter. When 
our master teacher in math gives us a math example to 
do, I’m humbled if I can’t get as far with it as the kids 
can. But this focus on subject matter also helps us to 
realize that there are lots of ways to be excellent, and 
it encourages us to draw on what other people know. 
My field is literacy, but there are principals in District 
Two who are experts at math instruction and others 
incredibly knowledgeable about science or social stud­
ies. When you realize that there’s all this expertise in 
any one d istric t, re la tionsh ip s am ong colleagues 
change.

The third thing I have to do is keep professional 
learning on the front burner all year long. When teach­
ers go to summer institutes, they get excited about 
what they’re learning; and they feel like scholars. Then, 
the school year starts, and some of the enthusiasm

slips. My job is to keep teachers’ excitement high by 
creating the time and the opportunity for that kind of 
learning to continue. They need to keep reading pro­
fessional literature, attending professional conferences, 
engaging in professional conversations throughout the 
school year. Student-teacher is not an oxymoron; we 
are all students and teachers at the same time. In fact, 
the issue of professional development informs every 
decision we make about time, space, personnel, how 
money is used. It is our main filter. We write our goals 
and objectives by asking what we need to learn this 
year, and everything else follows from that.

I t’s im portant to give teachers time and space in 
which to learn and arrangements that reflect their sta­
tus as professionals. There’s no profession in the world 
(except for teaching) where you’re on every minute 
you’re at work—lawyers do not spend all their time in 
the courtroom . But many teachers d o n ’t have any 
dow n time. Teachers need w hite space; they need 
time built into the school day for professional conver­
sation and reflection. Even an hour for lunch would do 
a lot. Just think about what teachers pull off as they 
eat their tuna fish sandwiches—they counsel a parent, 
set up a bus trip, and so on.

It’s up to us to rethink our use of time and space 
and personnel. I live part time on Staten Island, and 
our local cultural cen ter has recently added a Chi­
nese scholars’ garden because tha t’s w hat scholars
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K-2 teachers at P. S. 126M in Chinatown and their 
principal Daria Ragney (top left) meet with Deputy 
Superintendent Shelley Harwayne (top center).

n e e d —a p lace to  m ed ita te  and reflec t. I know  I 
can’t give teachers that, but the staff room  has to be 
th e  equ iva len t of a sc h o la rs ’ garden , a p lace  to 
pause. Nothing makes me happier than to go into a 
school and see a beautiful staff room  w ith a profes­
sional library for teachers. If w e ’re going to treat 
them  as professionals, w e have to  tend  to  the de­
tails.

Finally, I think that the at-risk student has to be at 
the heart of all this. A principal might think long and 
hard about where to place the PTA president’s child, 
but at-risk kids should be getting the same kind of spe­
cial treatment. The kids w ho are struggling the most 
should get the red carpet treatm ent—the best teach­
ers, the most time in class, and the most effective in­
terventions.

Judy Davis: A Teacher’s Growth
The first 10 or 12 years of my teaching career were 
spent largely behind closed classroom doors. I wasn’t 
concerned w ith my professional growth but rather 
with how my performance compared to the teacher in 
the classroom next door. Like almost everyone, I wor­
ried that if my students’ test scores w eren’t higher, I

wouldn’t get a good class next year. None of us shared 
ideas for fear of giving someone else the edge.

My outlook changed, however, the day that some­
one invited me to a staff developm ent program  at 
Teachers College. Suddenly, the door to my classroom 
was opened as well as the door to a whole new world. 
It was a world of professional men and women who, 
like me, had been teaching for 10 or 15 years. But un­
like me, they realized it was OK to say “I don’t know ” 
and “I want to learn." They shared experiences, tech­
niques, and resources that made them better teachers 
and their classrooms better classrooms.

I think people underestimate the willingness of even 
seasoned teachers to change their practice when they 
find a better method. At least, that’s been my experi­
ence. I had the benefit of the very best in staff devel­
opment. I worked with principals w ho were educa­
tional leaders rather than dictators. They told me I 
could have the tools I wanted, as long as they were 
within reason. They told me I could study in someone 
else’s classroom if I wanted to. They helped me find 
the best workshops. They listened to what I had to say, 
and as I became more knowledgeable, they supported 
my decisions. They told me, “We don’t want to order 
just any books. Judy, you do the homework and then 
tell us w hat you need.” This is in sharp contrast to 
many administrators who simply hand you the materi­
als without asking what you are comfortable with and 
what you want for your classroom.

In addition to the outside staff development I had 
with college professors and researchers, I had profes­
sionals come into my classroom to watch me teach. 
They were able to say to me, “You did this well, but 
this other thing could use some improvement.” It was 
a slow process. First, I focused on reading and writing. 
Then, when I felt comfortable with literacy, I was able 
to add professional work in math.

After teaching more than  25 years, I often think 
about all the students who have passed through my 
classroom and how I may have made a difference in 
their lives. But now  I also th ink about how  many 
teachers’ lives I can influence by opening up my class­
room so they can benefit from my experience. This is 
part of a program, a professional development forum 
for teachers, that has been instituted throughout the 
district. Teachers visit once a week for about three or 
four weeks. They w atch w hat goes on in the class­
room and then we talk together and process what has 
happened. I really don’t feel as though I am “teaching 
them ”—it is more like we are studying and learning to­
gether.

After the teachers have had an opportunity to try 
out what they have learned in their own classrooms, 
they have a chance to come back and talk about what 
worked and why. These sessions also help us refine 
our methods and improve our approach.

My daughter is a teacher now, in District Two. There 
was a time when I would have counseled her against 
teaching because of the lack of opportunity to grow. 
Today, I don’t feel that way. I am proud to be a teacher, 
and I am proud to be able to help other teachers be­
come better teachers. I hope that we can make a dif­
ference by inspiring teachers to also become lifelong 
learners. □
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D o n ’t  D iscard  
t h e  C lassics

But Be Prepared To Guide 
Your Students Through 

Unfamiliar Terrain

B y  C a ro l  J a g o

L
IKE MANY other teachers in the early 1990s, I was 
an indefatigable optimist. I believed in a kind of lit­
erary field of dreams. Build the ideal classroom, and 

they will come. Offer them books, and they will read. 
Although teachers elsewhere have made such class­
rooms work, I was having trouble ignoring the fact 
that many of my 36 ethnically diverse urban scholars 
w ere not growing as readers the way I hoped they 
would. In my own English department, I saw teacher 
after teacher abandon Great Expectations and Huckle­
berry Finn, insisting that second-language learners 
simply didn’t have the reading skills to comprehend 
these difficult texts. Honors students, of course, con­
tinued to be assigned both.

In her disturbing book, Other People’s Children, Lisa 
Delpit raises the thorny issue of what happens to mi­
nority and underprivileged students when skills are de­
valued in the classroom, and she suggests an alterna­
tive to child-centered and process methods for minor­
ity children:

I do not advocate a simplistic “basic skills” approach for 
children outside of the culture of power. It would be (and 
has been) tragic to operate as if these children were inca­
pable of critical and higher order thinking and reasoning. 
Rather, I suggest that schools must provide these children 
the content that other families from a different cultural 
orientation provide at home. This does not mean separat­
ing children according to family background, but instead, 
ensuring that each classroom incorporates strategies 
appropriate for all the children in its confines.1

Carol Jago is a teacher a t Santa Monica (California) 
High School. She also directs the California Reading 
and  Literature Project a t UCLA. This article is taken 
fro m  her forthcom ing book, With Rigor for All: Teach­
ing the Classics to Contemporary Students. Copyright 
© by Carol Jago, 2000. Reprinted w ith the perm ission  
o f Calendar Islands Publishers, Portland, Maine.

How a Story Works
Delpit got me thinking. Maybe the reason non-honors 
students didn't have the “reading skills” teachers de­
clared necessary for negotiating the classics was that 
we hadn't taught them very well. I am not speaking 
here about teaching students how to read but rather 
about teaching students how stories work. In our ur­
gency to abandon the lecture format, literature teach­
ers may have adopted too passive a role. Clearly we 
want to continue to make genuine student response 
the cornerstone of the classroom, but withholding in­
formation about how a story works may make it im­
possible for some students to have any response at all.

One has only to consider Toni Morrison’s Beloved 
and Ja zz  or Salman Rushdie’s M idnight’s Children to 
see that truly “novel” texts continue to be written. But 
w riters build stories w ith a com m on set of blocks, 
drawing from a stock of possibilities familiar to any ex­
perienced reader: A hero/heroine engages the reader’s 
sympathy. A problem develops. A foil appears to allow 
the reader to see the hero/ heroine more clearly. The 
problem  gets worse. Help appears. More com plica­
tions arise, but the hero/heroine prevails. All is re­
solved. Sometimes, in the words of the Prince at the 
conclusion of Romeo and  Juliet, “All are punish'd.”

While such story structures may be so familiar to an 
English teacher that they hardly bear comment, this is 
not the case for many high school readers. Some of my 
students have touched only books that teachers put in 
their hands and have never, in fact, read a single one 
from  cover to cover. One approach to solving this 
problem is to create a vibrant outside reading program

The first pages o f Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, 
which consist o f  letters from  an explorer adrift in the 
Arctic sea, pose a real problem fo r  inexperienced 
readers.
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for every English classroom. Another is to use the clas­
sics to teach students how stories work. I do not be­
lieve it is a matter of either/or. Students need both.

Let me use Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein , or The 
Modern Prometheus as an example. Now I am quick 
to admit the weaknesses of the lecture format when 
used day after day with teenagers. But the first pages 
of Shelley’s novel pose a real problem  for inexperi­
enced readers. The story opens with a group of letters 
w ritten by Robert Walton, an explorer adrift in the 
Arctic sea, to his sister in London. W ithout a few 
words from me about the epistolary format and about 
how Walton becomes, like us, the listener to Victor 
Frankenstein’s strange tale, many students are lost be­
fore they have even begun. The simplest of clues and 
guiding questions seem to help:

1. What do you notice about the dates of these letters?

2. Why do you think Robert writes to his sister if there 
is no way to post the letters?

3. What does Robert reveal about himself here?

4. Where does Mary Shelley (through Robert) explain 
to the reader how the format of her story will now 
change?

5. Can you think of any other stories or movies that are 
structured like this?

My questions aim to tease out from students an un­
derstanding of how  Shelley’s story is structured. I 
think it unrealistic to assume that most of them will 
figure out the structure for themselves. Victor Franken­
stein doesn’t start telling the story students thought 
they were going to hear until page 30. If I don’t offer 
some guidance through the first 29, too many give up.

It also d o e s n ’t seem  fair to  tea c h  novels like 
Frankenstein only to students who instinctively under­
stand how a series of one-sided letters like Robert Wal­
ton ’s works. W hen my colleagues in the English de­
partm ent urge that we simplify the curriculum  for 
struggling s tuden ts  and rep lace the  classics w ith  
shorter, more accessible novels, I know they are moti­
vated by kindness. But the real kindness would be to 
give all students the tools to handle challenging texts. 
We aren’t being paid simply to assist students who 
hardly need us. We’re being paid to find a way for all 
students to develop as readers.

So I tell my students about how stories work. I re­
m in d  them to pay close attention to who is narrating 
the story and to whom. W here appropriate, I p o in t  
out foreshadowing. I don’t monopolize the classroom 
conversations, but neither do I hold back when I feel 
that students are lost.

C onnections Beyond the Story
Students had read about half of Frankenstein , but they 
were restless. I can always tell w hen their reading is 
losing m om entum  by the snippets of conversation 
floating up to my desk. “Nothing happens.” “I fell 
asleep and missed the part where the monster came to 
life.” “Victor Frankenstein just rambles.” And most omi­
nous of all, “Boring.”

I love this book and thought I had been doing a 
pretty good job of teaching it, but something was miss-

My questions aim to tease 
out from students an 
understanding of how 
Frankenstein is structured.

ing. The students weren’t hooked. I knew they were 
doing the reading because our discussion the day be­
fore about Victor Frankenstein’s passion for his re­
search  had gone very  w ell, b u t th e ir  h e a rts  just 
w eren’t in it.

The lesson I had planned was going to be a close 
look at how Mary Shelley uses syntax and diction to 
create the story’s tone. But experience told me that I 
had better think fast if I didn’t want to spend the hour 
asking questions  nobody  ex cep t me cared  m uch 
about. Rummaging through my Frankenstein  files, I 
found a magazine article about cloning that raised the 
question, “Are there some scientific experiments that 
should never be conducted?” Handing out copies of 
this essay to the class, I asked students w hat they 
thought.

Hands flew into the air. Students saw at once the 
connection betw een the moral dilemma of cloning 
and Victor Frankenstein’s creation. They argued that 
even the obvious medical advantage of being able to 
clone new hearts or livers would soon be outweighed 
by the cloning of super-soldiers. The science fiction 
buffs in the room had a field day telling tales of geneti­
cally engineered races destroying the world. Many stu­
dents had recently read Brave New World and used Al- 
dous Huxley’s dystopia as an example of what can hap­
pen w hen scientists rather than hum anists run the 
show.

My role as teacher shifted from Grand Inquisitor to 
traffic controller. “First Allen, then Melinda, then An­
drew. We’ll get to you, Joe. Hold on.” The hardest part 
was making sure students were listening to one an­
o ther ra ther than  simply w aiting their tu rn  to ex­
pound. I complimented those w ho began their com­
ments with a reference to something someone else 
had said. This helped. When the conversation turned 
to the question of w hether science might someday 
make religion obsolete, I thought the windows might 
explode from the passionate intensity of my students’ 
arguments. They had so much to say.

At the bell, the room erupted into a dozen conversa­
tions. A handful of students bolted to the bookshelf 
where I had copies of Brave New World. I collapsed at 
my desk, reasonably certain that the big ideas in Mary 
Shelley’s novel had finally come alive for these readers. 
The rest of Frankenstein  should make better sense
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now. And to think that some people consider teaching 
literature genteel, scholarly work.

I resolved that tomorrow we would review our rules 
of classroom discussion:

■ Students must talk to one another, not just to me or 
to the air.

■ Students must listen to one another. To ensure this 
happens, they  m ust e ither address the  previous 
speaker or offer a reason for changing the subject.

■ Students must all be prepared to participate. If I call 
on someone and he or she has nothing to say, the ap­
propriate  response is, “I’m not sure w hat I think 
about that, but please come back to me.”

Yvonne Hutchison, a master teacher at one of the 
most challenging middle schools in the Los Angeles 
Unified School District, helped me create this set of 
coherent guidelines for classroom discussion. She as­
serts that we must assume that all students have im­
portant things to say but that many are unfamiliar with 
the rules of scholarly discourse. A few students seem 
to know these rules instinctively. But if we want all 
students to participate in civil classroom discussion, 
we need to teach them how.

Student-run D iscussions and Projects
One m ethod that has worked for me has been to put 
student desks into a circle and call the day’s lesson a 
“seminar.” The word itself seems to lend an air of im­
portance to the discussion. I then do the following:

1. Tell students that everyone must participate at least 
once during the seminar.

2. Explain to students that no one needs to raise a 
hand to be called on, but all students should be sen­
sitive to each other, noticing when someone seems 
to have som ething to say but may be too shy to 
jump into the conversation. I give them the words 
they might use: “Luke, you look as though you dis­
agree. What are you thinking?”

3. Teach students how  to deal with the compulsive 
talkers in their midst. Pointing out how even motor- 
mouths must at some point inhale, I tell them that 
this is the moment when others can politely inter­
rupt.

4. Tell students that silence is a part of the seminar, 
too. It means people are thinking. If the silence goes 
on  fo r too  long, th ey  m ight w an t to  o p en  up 
Frankenstein and see if there is a particular passage 
they  w ould like to ask one another about. They 
might want to read the passage aloud.

5. Let students know that I will be sitting outside their 
circle and that I must remain silent until the last five 
minutes of class. I will be taking notes of things I 
observe during the sem inar and will be sharing 
these w ith them. My comments will not be about 
the content of their discussion but rather about how 
students have conducted themselves. I focus on the 
positive behaviors, the subtle ways in w hich stu­
dents help one another join in the discussion.

Last fall, after students had finished reading both Be­
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o w ulf and John Gardner’s Grendel (the Beowulf story 
told from the point of view of the monster), I told stu­
dents that instead of taking a test or writing a compari­
son/contrast essay about the tw o books, we would 
hold a seminar. Since this was to take the place of a 
formal assessment, everyone would have to speak up 
and participate.

Melinda began: “The last line in Grendel made me 
think again about how I felt about the monster. I mean 
the whole book sets you up to sympathize with him, 
but look how he finishes: ‘Poor Grendel’s had an acci­
dent. So m ay yo u  all.' That’s really mean and mali­
cious.”

“I agree. It’s blood lust,” remarked Joe. “This is an 
evil m onster w ho deserved to be killed." But Nicole 
saw it differently. “Wait, look at how he was treated in 
his life, no m other he could talk to, Beowulf out to get 
..him, no friends, no one to teach him how to behave.” 

Jorge interrupted, “Grendel was just something in 
the hero’s way, something for the hero to slay so he 
could win fame and have lots of people sing about 
him.”

“That’s how it was in Beowulf',’ Nicole continued, 
“but in Gardner’s book you could see how the monster 
felt. You knew what he was thinking. In a way, I think 
Grendel was trapped in a role. I feel sorry for him.”

The conversation continued in this vein for the next 
40 minutes. Students listened to one another, probed 
each other’s observations, pointed to the text. When it 
was over, I let them know that this was as good as the 
study of literature gets. All the other activities and ex­
ercises we complete along the way are simply prepara­
tion for just this kind of conversation among readers 
about texts.

Scaffolding for D iction and Syntax
These students were caught up in the lesson. I can’t 
remember anyone asking me for a grade on the pro­
ject. The quality of their production was recompense 
enough. They saw their work and knew it was good. 
But I don’t believe most of these students would have 
been able to move beyond the text with such confi­
dence without considerable instructional scaffolding 
along the way. Young readers are unused to negotiat­
ing sentences like this:

I was hurried away by fury; revenge alone endowed me 
with strength and composure; it mounded my feelings 
and allowed me to be calculating and calm at periods 
when otherwise delirium or death would have been my 
portion.

The help students needed was simple enough to 
provide: “See all those semicolons? For a minute, pre­
tend they are periods. Does the passage make sense to 
you now? Why do you think Shelley chose to string 
those ideas together? What effect does the longer sen­
tence have on you as a reader? How is this different 
from the effect created by a series of shorter ones?” I 
drew students’ attention to the way in which punctua­
tion is often a guide to negotiating complex syntax. 
We needed to unpack only a few sentences like this 
before students found that they could manage Shel­
ley’s syntax on their own.

Diction was another challenge. Borrowing the idea 
(Continued on page 44)
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I f  T r a c k in g  Is B ad , 
Is D e t r a c k i n g  B e t t e r ?

By  Jam es  E. R o se n b a u m

some potential difficulties. A large study of restruc­
tured schools found only one detracked school that 
showed clear signs of educational success.4 However, 
this school also enjoyed some extraordinary advan­
tages: small classes, additional foundation funding for 
Saturday programs, and enormous latitude in selecting 
students and faculty. Because few schools can recreate 
these conditions, the study’s findings do not provide 
strong evidence for the success of detracking.

The discussion that follows examines the experi­
ences of teachers in a detracked high school in more 
ordinary circumstances. Although a small study cannot 
be definitive, it raises questions about the practical real­
ities of detracking that were not anticipated by the ad­
vocates of detracking or by the teachers in this school.

“Progressive High” Detracks
This study consisted of interviews with eight of the 10 
teachers in the social studies department of Progres­
sive High School, a suburban public high school in the 
Midwest. The school is relatively homogeneous: Stu­
dents come from largely working- and middle-class 
families and a few from low-income families. The ma­
jority of the student body is white, with very few black 
students. There are some Hispanic students, most of 
whom  are proficient in English. The school has few 
special needs students and few upper-middle-class fam­
ilies (who are usually quick to complain about detrack­
ing), so it was an excellent candidate for detracking.'

The entire school went from a tracked system with 
three ability groups to a completely detracked system,

PEOPLE HAVE been debating the merits of tracking— 
grouping students by ability for the purpose of in­
struction—at least since Plato’s Republic. More recently, 

sociological research of the 1970s, including some of 
my own, identified many problems that result from high 
school tracking, among them inappropriate criteria for 
selecting students, overrepresentation of poor and mi­
nority students in lower tracks, and rigidities that pre­
vent students from moving into higher tracks.1 In the 
1980s, some researchers, building on these criticisms, 
advocated “detracking”—getting rid of high school 
tracking.2 In a remarkable testament to the political po­
tency of that idea, a number of schools, notably in Cali­
fornia and Massachusetts, have followed this advice.

Tracking as it is usually practiced does have serious 
problems, and the claims that detracking will increase 
equity and achievement—especially for poor and mi­
nority students—are appealing. However, these claims 
have been tested mostly by detracking advocates, and 
few people have examined the effects of detracking in 
the classroom .3 One notable excep tion  poin ts out

Jam es E. Rosenbaum  is a professor o f  sociology, edu­
cation, and  social policy a t Northwestern University. 
His m ost recent books are  Crossing the Class and 
Color Lines: From Public Housing to White Suburbia, 
with Leonard S. Rubinowitz, which will be published  
by University o f  Chicago Press, March 2000 and  Pro­
viding Career Options to the Forgotten Half (forthcom­
ing fro m  Russell Sage Foundation Press, New York 
City).
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except for foreign languages and math, which were 
still taught in distinct levels. Detracking began with 
the low er grades and was carried  out in the early 
1990s over a four-year period. By the time these inter­
views were conducted in 1999, the detracking reform 
had been in full operation for five years.

The study focuses on social studies because there is 
general agreement that, unlike math or foreign lan­
guages, it is not hierarchical—that is, it is not a field in 
which one of the conditions of success in a given year 
is having m astered the material from the previous 
years. This made it a good testing ground for detrack­
ing. Also, because every student must enroll in U.S. 
history and one of two world social studies courses, all 
students in the school at a given grade level w ere 
mixed in the detracked classes.

Detracking was generally well implemented at Pro­
gressive High. All the teachers in the social studies de­
partm ent began the reform w ith great enthusiasm. 
They believed strongly in the principle of detracking 
and were eager to raise the performance of all students 
in their detracked classrooms. They also devoted a 
great deal of effort to making detracking work. Indeed, 
the teachers made a point of using many of the prac­
tices that supporters of detracking advocate: simulation 
activities, flexible (block) scheduling, small group activ­
ities, projects, thematic instruction, and extra help peri­
ods/’ If these teachers’ perceptions were tainted by any 
prejudice, it was in favor of this reform. They firmly be­
lieve in the ideals of detracking even today.

Moreover, the school accom plished many of the

goals of detracking. Teachers were pleased to see that 
detracking “diversified” their classes in terms of ethnic 
composition and socioeconomic status, just as detrack­
ing advocates had predicted .' Three teachers stated 
that detracking removed institutional labeling of stu­
dents as “low ability” and reduced feelings of “os­
tracism and isolation” among slower students.8

However, teachers w ere also disappointed by de­
tracking because of three im portant outcom es that 
they had not anticipated:

■ Detracking presented them  w ith irresolvable con­
flicts.

■ It imposed a uniformity that deprived faster students 
of challenge and slower students of mastery.

■ It raised doubts about the legitimacy of the class, 
even in the teachers’ own minds.

Irresolvable Conflicts
First, teachers reported that detracking pulled them in 
conflicting directions. Increased variation among stu­
dents made extra attention to the various groups a ne­
cessity, but w hen teachers offered this help to one 
group, students in the other groups tended to become 
restless and disengaged. Teachers tried to steer a mid­
dle ground by teaching to the middle of the class; but 
as they did, they were acutely aware of losing students 
at both extremes.

T he te a c h e rs  
particularly  em-
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phasized the impact on faster students. Every teacher 
stated that detracking poorly served the needs of these 
students, who were often bored and rarely challenged. 
Initially, teachers believed that making some simple ad­
justments would keep faster students engaged. How­
ever, when tracks were merged, teachers found them­
selves pulled in conflicting directions—in regard to 
the tasks they assigned, the topics they covered, the 
language and pace of lessons, and the standards for 
judging students’ achievement. They tried to resolve 
these conflicts, but in every case they discovered ob­
stacles that they (and the detracking literature) had not 
anticipated.

Tasks. The problems here were especially difficult 
to  resolve for faster students. For exam ple, w hen  
teachers found that the tasks they assigned did not 
challenge faster students, they tried to give those kids 
extra assignments. This failed because the teachers 
had not anticipated how much extra preparation time 
it would take and because the students themselves re­
sisted doing extra assignments. As one teacher put it, 
“Piquing the interest of the brighter kids would re­
quire extra readings, extra writing assignments, and 
extra discussions that we would have to schedule out­
side of class. It’s too hard to do all of this. I really don’t 
do enough for them. There’s not enough time.”

In addition, teachers found that their faster students 
were rarely receptive to doing more work, especially 
w hen they knew that teachers couldn’t reward them 
for it. These students already had an easy A in this 
class. What incentive did they have for doing extra as­
signments?

Topics. Teachers initially expected that they would 
enrich  the m aterial covered in class w hen  they re­
sponded to questions raised by faster students. In fact, 
detracking advocates see this as a way of raising the intel­
lectual level of slower students. However, teachers had 
not anticipated that two-thirds of the class often did not 
understand the questions. Explaining the faster students’ 
questions would take time that was needed to help the 
rest of the class understand the key issues of the lesson, 
and teachers concluded that they could not devote class 
time to topics that served only one-third of the class. So 
if faster students asked questions, teachers tended to 
give only brief answers and quickly return to the lesson 
before losing the interest of the other students.

Teachers were also surprised at how often they had 
to ignore many topics that are regularly covered in 
upper-track classes and many approaches to history— 
including interpreting evidence and dealing with con­
flicting views of historical events. One teacher said, 
“Social history is what draws the most students in. So 
we really stay away from political and economic his­
tory, except at obvious points, like the early presidents 
or the Great Depression.” In detracked classes, teach­
ers did not feel they could present demanding topics 
or approaches w ithout confusing most students and 
failing to help slower students with basic topics they 
had not understood.

Language. Although teachers faced difficult choices 
about tasks and topics several times during a class pe­
riod, they faced a conflict about language virtually 
every minute. Because they had to be intelligible to all 
students, teachers used language that was generally far

below the vocabulary of faster students. One teacher 
initially tried to solve the problem by explaining the 
big words she used, but this was distracting to every­
one. She eventually reverted to using only words that 
the slowest students could understand.

When faster students used difficult words, teachers 
had to decide w hether to interrupt the ongoing lesson 
to explain the word; they often decided not to. When 
they did explain, they were conscious of being transla­
tors. “The bright kids often speak on my level,” said 
one teacher, “and then I rephrase what they have said 
to the whole class.” The faster students did not fit into 
the class, except by translation.

Pace. Running a classroom with students at differ­
ent levels created a constant tension over how quickly 
to move. If the pace was too fast, slower students be­
came confused. However, w hen teachers slowed the 
pace and rephrased a poin t three or four tim es to 
make sure that everyone understood, faster students 
gave up. Several teachers mentioned the problems as­
sociated with giving directions. One teacher said, “I 
quickly learned to give verbal and visual instructions 
and to repeat them and have a student repeat them.” 
Often, the faster kids tuned out after the third round 
of instructions: “They stop raising their hands.” Nearly 
every day, teachers watched with frustration as some 
students shifted from active engagement to disengage­
ment.

Standards. But as difficult as these classroom issues 
were, they were dwarfed by the problem of what level 
of performance to expect of the students in the de­
tracked class. One standard? Several? The bind the 
teachers were in is obvious, and I’ll take it up in detail 
later on.

Thus, while teachers initially believed that students’ 
disparate needs could be handled with some simple 
adjustments, these needs created conflicts in the de­
tracked class that could be resolved only at the ex­
pense of one or more groups, and faster students were 
the biggest losers.

Slower Students and 
Kids in  the Middle
For slow er studen ts, teachers though t detracking 
brought clear social benefits: They “feel more comfort­
able in a detracked class. In a tracked low-level class, 
they knew they were labeled as ‘the dumb ones.’” An­
other teacher said, “The labels these kids used to have 
really hurt them; their attitude was ‘I’m in the low 
track, it’s over for me.’” With detracking, all the teach­
ers agreed that these labels lost their force.

However, regardless of detracking’s social benefits, 
nearly all the teachers said they believed that detrack­
ing harm ed slow er students academ ically because 
teachers could not retard the pace of the class enough 
to allow the slower students to keep up or give these 
kids the individual attention they needed. If teachers 
answered faster studen ts’ questions very briefly to 
avoid boring most of the o ther students, they gave 
slower students’ questions the same treatment so they 
could return to the main lesson before the middle-level 
students tuned out. As one teacher said, “W hen the 
middle students start to get impatient, that’s the signal 
to us that it’s time to move on.” Overall, the teachers
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# what they needed. No wonder some teachers reported
StUQentS do not W 3.lt that ^etrackin§ imposes impossible demands.

patiently through 
presentations that are not 
aimed at them.

found that the slowest students needed extra help the 
teachers could not give during the class period, and 
they urged these students to come after class. Few 
ever did.

Middle-level students w ere the least likely to be 
neglected in a detracked class. During whole-class 
instruction, tasks, topics, language, and pace were 
generally geared to them . Teachers also said they 
spent more time on these students’ questions than 
on questions from faster or slower students. How­
ever, w hen it comes to individual attention, middle 
students are often overlooked in schools,9 and de­
tracking may make this even worse. W hen classtime 
activities w ere done individually or in groups, the 
teacher w ent to the slow er students first to make 
sure they understood the task and could get started. 
By the time the teacher was finished answering their 
questions, the  faster s tuden ts  w ere done, so the 
teacher had to  run to help  them , perhaps giving 
them an additional task to make sure they didn’t be­
com e behav io r p rob lem s. W hat becam e clear in 
teach e rs’ accounts was that m iddle-level students 
rare ly  got ind iv idual a tte n tio n  even  w h en  th ey  
n eed ed  it. D etrack ing  c rea tes  a s itua tion  w h ere  
tea c h e rs  c a n ’t use w hole-class tim e to  m eet the  
needs of faster or slower students and can't give in­
dividual attention to middle students. It is hard to 
find any winners in terms of instruction.

W hen the school shifted to detracking, the social 
studies teachers at Progressive High School thought 
they would be able to address each topic sequentially 
on multiple levels. They discovered that students do not 
wait patiently through presentations not aimed at them, 
so they tried to present topics simultaneously. Insofar 
as they were able to pull this off, their classes were like 
United Nations sessions simultaneously translated into 
three languages, with this difference—everything was 
done by a single translator. At every minute of class, 
these teachers felt pressure to employ language, pace, 
tasks, topics, and standards appropriate to three differ­
ent audiences. When the teachers settled for trying to 
reach the kids in the middle, they had the frustration of 
watching the slower and the faster students drift away 
and of knowing they were not giving these students

Bright M inority Students
One of the strongest arguments against tracking is that 
it harms minorities.10 Minorities do tend to be under­
represented in upper tracks.11 However, social studies 
teachers at Progressive High reported  an opposite  
problem—shortchanging bright minority students. Pro­
gressive High has many Hispanic students, mostly from 
poor families. One teacher said that there were 10 His­
panic students in her w orld h istory class, th ree of 
whom  she would classify as “high ability level,” and 
they were “slowed down and bored, just like the other 
bright kids.” Moreover, “the brighter Hispanic students 
seem to face a lot of peer pressure in the class from 
other Hispanic kids who aren’t doing well in the class.” 
Here we are seeing the potential for harm to minorities 
from the policy that is supposed to help them. These 
minority students come from working- and lower-class 
families; their parents do not have strong educational 
backgrounds. If these students do not find academic 
challenge at school, they may not find it at all.

Equality Is Not Equity: 
Standards and Grading Practices
The teachers’ second big disappointment was finding 
that they could not expect all of their students to meet 
the same standards. Teachers felt it was unfair to de­
mand as m uch from slow er students as from  their 
classmates: Students who struggled many hours over 
an assignment deserved some reward for effort even if 
they didn’t finish. The pressure to adjust standards was 
so great that seemingly objective systems were not ex­
em pt. One teacher w ho uses a clear rubric  (skills 
checklist) for grading writing admitted that a “rubric 
can be skewed. I can fix the numbers given my expec­
tations. An advanced student will get a point off for 
not formulating a proper topic sentence because he 
should know that by now. A slower student would not 
lose points for that.”

Some teachers w ho said they initially maintained 
high standards could not continue to do so. Because 
detracking creates a situation in which 20 percent to 
30 percen t of a class have difficulty m eeting stan­
dards that mid-level studen ts can m anage, it may 
force teachers to low er the  m inim um  accep tab le  
standards. Unknow ingly echoing Theodore Sizer’s 
statem ent about how  the com position of a class af­
fects standards,12 one teacher said “I can’t fail half of 
the class, which is what would happen if I kept the 
same standards, so I’m more lenient w hen I grade the 
lower-level students if they show up, are trying, and 
come in for extra help.”

When teachers tried to give faster students extra as­
signments to make sure they were working up to their 
level, this also raised questions of equity. Extra assign­
ments take teachers’ time away from planning lessons 
for slower and middle-level students, and many teach­
ers felt it was unfair to sacrifice their planning time for 
the whole class to help a few faster students.

In addition, the students themselves thought that 
extra assignments were unfair. Everything they could 
see indicated that they had already learned more than
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they needed to know. Indeed, when they exhibited a 
better vocabulary or asked a more complex question, 
the teacher couldn’t or wouldn’t respond. So when a 
teacher offered an extra assignment to a restless faster 
student, the student replied, “Why do I have to do it? 
No one else does.” Another teacher reported that out 
of 25 faster students who were offered an extra assign­
ment, only two actually did it. As a result, all students 
got the same homework. Faster students finished most 
of it at school and did little homework at night.

Although advocates speak confidently about creat­
ing higher standards for slower students, detracking 
creates a situation where equity argues against high 
standards for faster and slow er students alike. For 
faster students, extra assignments that would challenge 
them  seem unfair and arbitrary. For slower students, 
high achievement standards are unfair unless the class 
can w ait w hile they  m aster the m aterial—and this 
would be unfair to the rest of the class. As a result, 
faster students rarely need to exert much effort, and 
slow er s tu d e n ts  rarely  get enough  tim e to  m eet 
achievement standards.

Detracking increases the conflicts betw een chal­
lenge, achievem ent, and effort. These teachers re­
sponded by grading faster students on achievement, 
and slower students on effort. This deprived faster stu­
dents of challenge and slower students of mastery. 
Moreover, the teachers’ use of different standards for 
different students created an ambiguity about what 
was an acceptable level of work that undoubtedly left 
many students unaware of their deficiencies. Despite 
its intentions, detracking creates inequities.

The Loss o f Legitimacy
The third disappointment was that detracking raised 
doubts about classroom legitimacy, even in the teach­
ers’ own minds. Teachers are charged both with pro­
viding challenging in struction  and keeping order. 
However, as Waller13 noted, the two goals sometimes 
conflict. Detracking increases this conflict so that 
teachers often feel compelled to diminish challenge in 
order to keep all students involved. As already noted, 
this takes its greatest toll on faster students.

Teachers do not know how to respond to the anger 
of faster students. W hen less-motivated students are 
neglected, they respond with passive disengagement 
or active disruptions, which teachers can punish as de­
viance. But w hen motivated students are ignored or 
given material that bores them  and their discontent 
turns into open conflict and even anger, teachers find 
it harder to punish them. Ignoring interesting ques­
tions makes teachers feel that they are not doing their 
professional duty, so many teachers agree w ith stu­
dents’ challenges to their legitimacy.

These statements from two Progressive High teach­
ers indicate the extent of their uneasiness. One con­
fessed to em barrassm ent about some assignments: 
“The high-level kids som etim es laugh w hen I pass 
them  out.... If I were in my own class,...I would be 
bored.” Another said that sometimes she apologizes to 
the high-level kids: “It’s sort of like ‘I’m sorry kids, but 
bear with me.’” Teachers found that sort of teacher-stu- 
dent exchange embarrassing and said it raised doubts 
about the class’s legitimacy among students at all lev­

els—especially since teachers agreed w ith students’ 
impatience and were reluctant to criticize their chal­
lenges.

Apathy and deviance are the ultimate indicators of 
the breakdown of legitimacy. Some of the faster kids 
in the classes displayed their frustration quietly, taking 
out books from other classes to get started on their 
hom ework for the night. O thers were more disrup­
tive, talking to other students or passing notes. One 
teacher reported, “Lately, I’ve had trouble w ith the 
gifted students, w ho are bored and make trouble.” 
Most of the students’ bad behavior did not amount to 
insurrection, but it was a clear signal to all that the 
class was losing its legitimacy. One teacher observed 
that a slow er studen t w ho frequently  m isbehaved 
found a new  ally in a faster student w ho was also 
bored. If detracking’s goal is to democratize the class­
room, it succeeds in a perverse way—by democratiz­
ing apathy and deviance.

Looking for Solutions
Oakes14 has noted three possible barriers to detrack­
ing: technical—it is hard to do; normative—teachers’ 
beliefs prevent it; and political—vested interests of 
faster students’ parents prevent it. Oakes addresses 
only the latter two. She seems to regard technical ob­
stacles as trivial. However, in Progressive High School, 
teachers believed strongly in tracking, and there was 
no political opposition in the early years. Instead, the 
difficulties were “technical”—teachers could not fig­
ure out how to teach all students in detracked classes. 
These findings support and elaborate the conclusions 
of a previous study which found that, except in the 
case of a school that had extraordinary resources,

the technical challenges of providing high-quality instruc­
tion to students at diverse performance levels are 
formidable obstacles for many teachers who wish to re­
duce the reliance on grouping and tracking....most teach­
ers were not able to provide a challenging, engaging cur­
riculum to an academically diverse array of students.15

Indeed, the experiences of teachers at Progressive 
High suggest that detracking raises a number of prob­
lems that no teaching strategy can easily solve:

■ Detracking did not abolish inequality am ong stu­
dents; it ignored inequality as much as possible— 
and  therein lay its successes and  failures. Ignoring 
differences among students w hen placing them  in 
classes reduced the institutional labeling of students. 
At the same time, teachers who ignored these differ­

Detracking raises problems 
that no teaching strategy 
can easily solve.
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ences as they conducted lessons and graded students 
came to feel that, as educators, they were poorly serv­
ing both faster and slower students. Equal treatment 
deprived the first group of challenge and transformed 
them  from positive models to disengaged and disrup­
tive influences. It also deprived the second group of 
mastery. Ironically, equal demands led to serious in­
equities.
■ Detracking forces teachers to ignore high-level top­

ics. Most teachers subscribe to the ideal of setting 
standards that challenge all students. Detracking puts 
them in the position of delegitimizing high-level lan­
guage, sophisticated questions, and challenging sub­
ject matter in order to keep most students interested 
and on track. In the process, teachers begin to doubt 
the legitimacy of their own classes. Moreover, in ig­
noring faster students’ questions, they send clear sig­
nals that such additional knowledge is irrelevant or 
inappropriate. No wonder these students see no rea­
son to learn more than the unchallenging mid-level 
material.

■ When standards are lowered, students’ fu r th e r  ed­
ucation m ay suffer. While detracked schools can 
brag that all their students enter college, this is not 
much of an accom plishm ent since almost anyone 
can e n te r  open-adm issions colleges. Studies of 
these colleges find that more than one-third of stu­
dents lack basic competencies and must take reme­
dial college classes. As a result, many of these stu­
dents soon drop out of college.16 If detracking gives 
the impression that slower students have basic mas­
tery, but prevents teachers from slowing the class 
enough to make sure that they do, then  students 
w ill only d iscover their po o r p repara tion  w hen  
they get assigned to remedial college classes, where 
it may be too late to rem edy th e ir achievem ent 
gaps.

■ Detracking m ay be harm ful to low-income and  m i­
nority  yo u th  who are high achievers. These kids 
cannot afford extra tutoring or summer enrichment 
programs, and their parents often cannot help them 
with homework, so these students are especially at 
the mercy of the instruction provided in school. If 
detracking reduces the challenge for bright low-in­
come youth, they w on’t get it elsewhere.
One cannot blame teachers’ efforts for these failures. 

The social studies teachers in Progressive High worked 
very hard to make detracking succeed. They put in 
long hours: With the ordinary school day beginning at 
8:15 a.m., they came to school 60 minutes earlier than 
that to set up simulations and meet with students who 
had special needs. They also followed the practices en­
dorsed by tracking advocates. This was an effective im­
plementation of detracking, and teachers found that it 
just did not m eet their expectations.17 Nor can one 
question the teachers’ competence. Though detracking 
made them feel inadequate, they were all successful 
teachers before the reform. Dreamers may hope for 
super teachers who could do better, but policy cannot 
be built on the assumption of super teachers.

What it comes down to is that if tracking is bad, de­
tracking may be no better. Indeed, it may be m ore
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harm ful than tracking in some respects. A lthough 
tracking as ordinarily im plem ented has many prob­
lems, that does not mean detracking solves these prob­
lems or has better outcomes.

In the past, researchers w ho presen ted  negative 
findings about popu lar program s have been  c riti­
cized as being biased or even intending to scuttle a 
program they didn’t like. However, w hen this study 
began, I hoped detracking at this high school would 
be successful. I have w ritten about the problem s of 
tracking for many years and have been interested in 
finding solutions. But regardless of my hopes, it is a 
serious disservice to students to p re ten d  tha t de­
tracking has no problem s or that it solves problems 
w hen it does not. The interviews did not ask teach­
ers to express reservations. I was unhappy to hear 
them —and teachers w ere unhappy to  state them . 
T hese  w e re  u n a n tic ip a te d  o u tco m e s , and  th ey  
caused former advocates to want to end the detrack­
ing reform.

Of course, the problem of inequality is created be­
fore high school. If students enter ninth grade with 
vast disparities in achievement (often ranging over five 
grade levels), then a high school is faced with only bad 
choices. Policym akers should  no t w ait un til high 
school to begin addressing these problems. Inequali­
ties are evident in the earliest grades, but they increase 
over time.18 It is essential to make major additional ef­
forts to remedy achievement gaps before fourth grade, 
and Farkas19 and others have shown that considerable 
success can occur in reducing inequalities at this early 
period. However, this requires identifying students at 
risk and giving them  extra help during part of the 
school day or after school.

W hat can be done in h igh school? R esearchers 
som etim es fail to  make an im portan t d istinction . 
W hen research shows negative effects of tracking, it is 
showing the effects of tracking as ordinarily p rac­
ticed. If tracking dumps low-performing students into 
classes where little is asked of them and no effort is 
m ade to help  them  deal w ith  th e ir defic iencies— 
where indeed they are expected to fail—it is no won­
der if they do. But this problem with tracking as ordi­
narily im plem ented is not inevitable.20 It is possible 
that modifications of tracking may reduce negative 
outcomes.21 For example, Gamoran22 showed that suc­
cessful lower-track classrooms can effectively present 
high-level material if they do it at a slower pace—a 
strategy that would be difficult to manage in a de­
tracked classroom without losing the attention of mid­
dle and faster students.

In another tracked high school, students w hose 
achievement was below the ordinary cut-off for hon­
ors track were admitted to the honors track if they 
were highly motivated. The school gave them supple­
mentary help in a special summer class (before ninth 
grade), a special study hall which offered extra help, 
and a special help session after school. These students 
had to exert extra effort to keep up with the honors 
classes, and the extra sessions helped them to do so. 
Without lowering the standards in honors classes, this 
program helped large numbers of students enroll in 
honors track and led to a vast increase in the number 

(Continued on page 47)
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R o m a n i C h i l d r e n  
Go t o  S c h o o l

B y  B u r t o n  B o l l a g

HERMANOVCE, SLOVAKIA: Large, stucco-covered 
houses sit on the hilly green con tours of this 
pleasant village in the agricultural east of the country. 

This is where the white people live. At the low end of 
town, in a hollow where a stream flows, is a collection 
of small shacks w ith mud-covered walls and scrap- 
metal roofs. There is no running water or electricity. 
Little children run  naked along the narrow  muddy 
paths betw een the shacks in the warm autumn sun. 
This is where the Gypsies live.

The village’s 140 white children attend an elemen­
tary school located on top of the hill. All but three of 
the 73 Gypsy—or Romani—children, as they prefer to 
be called, are sent to a separate, smaller school near 
the general store and pub in the village center. It is 
known officially as a “special school,” meaning it is for

children with mild mental retardation, and it uses a 
greatly simplified curriculum.

“They want to be among themselves,” says Maria 
Markova, director of both schools, referring to the Ro­
mani children. “Discrimination? No. We have three Ro­
m ani ch ild ren  from  b e tte r  fam ilies in the  norm al 
school. But the others come to school with nothing, 
no pens or notebooks. Their families aren’t interested 
in their education. They could never manage normal 
school.”

The village's white children are being educated to 
compete for jobs. Most go to high school, and some go 
to college. Special school, on the other hand, qualifies 
graduates for little more than pushing a broom; when 
they finish, students are not eligible to attend



With minor exceptions, lessons designed to teach eth­
nic tolerance, or to celebrate elements of Romani cul­
ture, do not exist.

AT THE elementary school in Bogacs, a village in 
the poor agricultural northeast of Hungary, white 

and Romani children are taught in separate classes. 
The lunchroom  tables and the lavatories are strictly 
segregated “for hygienic reasons,” says school director 
Erzsebet Szezencsi. Regardless of what her students 
may be learning about living with members of other 
ethnic groups, Szezencsi says separation is the best so­
lution. “Hungarian parents don’t want their children to 
study with Gypsies. It would bring down the teaching 
level too much.”

Since their ancestors set off on several waves of mi­
gration from northern India about a thousand years ago, 
the Roma have remained outsiders in Europe. Some­
times valued as skilled craftsmen, often despised, perse­
cuted, even enslaved, the Roma have managed to hold 
on to their unique language and culture over the cen­
turies. Eastern E urope’s Com m unist governm ents 
forcibly settled the once nomadic Roma in specified

high school. After graduation, virtually all of the vil­
lage’s Roma go on welfare.

Throughout former Communist Eastern Europe, Ro­
mani children are getting a raw deal when it comes to 
getting an education. Even where they attend normal 
schools, their classes—or the schools themselves—are 
frequently segregated, leaving Romani children with an 
education that is separate and very unequal. In some 
countries, especially Slovakia, the Czech Republic, and 
Hungary, special schools for the mentally handicapped 
serve as collective dumping grounds where substantial 
numbers of Romani children receive a grossly substan­
dard education. In the poorer Balkan countries, like 
Bulgaria and Romania, school attendance by Romani 
children is reported to have dropped significantly dur­
ing the last decade, the result of the post-Communist 
impoverishment of the Roma and the more openly anti- 
Gypsy attitudes of some local authorities who find ex­
cuses to avoid enrolling Romani children.

In normal schools, where they are in the minority, 
Romani children, who sometimes cannot afford books 
or p roper clothes, are subject to racist abuse, and 
sometim es violence, from classmates and teachers.

(Below) Roma settlements in Slovakia, in the villages o f 
Svina (left) andJarovnice (right).



areas but offered a degree of paternalistic protection 
and guaranteed employment. The collapse of Commu­
nism 10 years ago has led to a sharp worsening of their 
situation. A majority of Eastern Europe’s 5 million Roma 
are now unemployed. Discrimination against Roma in 
hiring is commonplace; so is denial of access to public 
facilities like restaurants. Physical attacks by skinheads 
are troublingly frequent; dozens of Roma have been 
murdered in such attacks over the last decade.

The Czech Republic, which separated from Slovakia 
in 1993 in a peaceful, negotiated divorce, has been 
embarrassed by the exodus to Western Europe of hun­
dreds of Romani citizens fleeing what they say are dis­
crimination and racist violence. The erection of a con­
troversial six-foot high wall in the northern Czech city 
of Ustinad Labem last fall, separating a group of Ro­
mani apartment houses from an adjoining white neigh­
borhood, has only added to the country’s worsening 
international image.

The situation has pushed the authorities to look 
more closely at the situation of the country’s 250,000 
Roma. In a spring 1999 resolution on how to promote 
their integration into Czech society, the government 
admitted that “approximately three-quarters of Romani 
children attend special schools for children with mild 
mental defects.” The resolution goes on to warn that 
this situation is increasingly seen abroad as “an evil 
foretaste of a tendency towards apartheid.” Only 3 per­
cent of non-Romani children attend special schools.

“You can’t get three-quarters of a population men­
tally retarded” says Deborah W interbourne, a British 
hum an rights a ttorney  em ployed by the European 
Roma Rights C enter in the  H ungarian capital, Bu­
dapest. “This is clear racial discrimination.” Last June, 
W interbourne jolted the Czech authorities w hen she 
filed an unprecedented legal challenge on behalf of the 
parents of 14 Roma children attending six special 
schools in the  Czech city of Ostrava. The lawsuit, 
which is being heard by the country’s constitutional 
court, names the ministry of education and the local 
school authorities as defendants, accusing them  of 
practicing illegal racial discrimination. It asks for the 
establishment of a compensatory educational fund and 
the adoption of a plan to achieve racial balance in Os­
trava schools within three years.

“We had people working for three months trying to 
find families who would be able to withstand the pres­
sure” and join the lawsuit, says Winterbourne. One of 
the couples they signed up is Berta Cervenakova and 
her husband.

Three years ago their eldest daughter, Nikol, was 
transferred without their permission from first grade in 
a normal school to a special school. After the parents 
joined the lawsuit, the local school authorities offered 
to test Nikol again. This time, she was found to be of 
normal intelligence, and officials agreed to transfer her 
back to normal school.

“I t’s qu ite  hard for her to catch  up,” says Berta 
Cervenakova. Twice a week, a tu tor comes to their 
house to help Nikol learn the large amount of material 
she missed during those three years. “It seems right,” 
says Cervenakova of the lawsuit. “Someone has to 
start, and then the other families will follow. I’d like 
Nikol to go to high school and then university. It all de­

pends on her and on the support I give her.”
The overuse of special schools does not represent 

an attempt to save money. On the contrary. With an 
average of 9-8 students per class, compared to 22.3 
studen ts  pe r class in norm al schools, the  special 
schools cost the Czech authorities about tw ice as 
much per pupil. Their overuse represents, rather, an 
unwillingness to deal seriously w ith the education 
needs of Romani children, an easy way to get rid of the 
problem.

In Hungary too, w here m ore than a half million 
Roma live, the misuse of special schools is under at-
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Romani children in the prim ary school in Bogacs, 
Hungary, where the lunchroom tables and lavatories 
are segregated.

tack. In September 1999, Hungary’s ombudsman for 
minority rights (who, like an American ambassador, is 
named by the president and approved by the legisla­
ture) issued a scathing report condemning the practice 
under which more than half of all Romani children are 
placed in schools for the mentally defective.The om­
budsman, Jeno Karltenbach, an ethnic German law 
professor from Szeged University concluded, “This sys­

tem which negatively discriminates and segregates has 
proved to be a failure.” He w ent on to reject claims 
that placing Romani children in special schools “pro­
tected” them. “Children...cannot be ‘loved’ while we 
p artic ipa te  in th e ir exclusion and labeling.” Karl­
tenbach called on the government to review and mod­
ify regulations on placing children in special educa­
tion. As in the Czech Republic, critics say intelligence 
tests are often culturally biased and trip up young Ro­
mani children for their incomplete knowledge of the 
national language. The authorities, Karltenbach said, 
should help parents understand the consequences of
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______ im
Rozsa Mendi (left), a Romani psychologist with the Roma Civil Rights Foundatioyi in Budapest, talks with one o f 
her clients.

special education for their children, and the parents’ 
right to intervene. He also said Romani issues should 
be incorporated into teacher training programs.

Hungary’s education minister, Zoltan Pokorni, re­
acted surprisingly positively to the report, promising 
to organize a conference to look at the issue with the 
p a rtic ipa tion  of in ternational experts. He said he 
would take steps to encourage more Romani parents 
to send their children to kindergarten so they will be 
be tte r p repared  for first grade. He also pledged to 
begin m onitoring how  the country’s public schools 
use the $40 million allocated per year to help improve 
the performance of Romani children. Critics say many 
schools simply add the money to their general bud­
gets, where it is used for such things as heating and re­
pairs.

The report, and the m inister’s reaction, received 
considerable press coverage, most of it favorable. But 
critics say the authorities are still not taking the prob­
lem seriously enough. “I don’t think we need more 
conferences,” says Gabor Bernath, a gadzo, or non- 
Rom, w ho heads the Roma Press Center. The Bu­
dapest-based center runs a Romani news service and 
trains young Roma to become journalists. “Every day 
the fate of more and more pupils is being decided in a 
way which makes it impossible for them to get a job.” 
He says, “The education system continues to educate 
masses of future unemployed Roma.”

Not far away from Bernath’s busy and airy third-floor

cen ter is an unassum ing ground floor office at the 
back of a little courtyard. This is the headquarters of 
the Roma Civil Rights Foundation. On the wall is a 
large picture of Martin Luther King Jr., and text (in En­
glish) from his “I have a dream” speech. There are also 
large, vividly colored paintings depicting flowing peo­
ple and fairy-tale scenes—typical of modern Romani 
art. Two years ago, the foundation launched an un­
precedented lawsuit against the principal of a primary 
school in the tow n of Tiszavasvari in northeastern  
Hungary. The suit challenged the school’s segregated 
dining facilities and separate graduation ceremonies 
for white and Romani students. Last spring, the court 
ruled in the foundation’s favor, and the school was 
forced to end the practices and pay damages.

THE POSSIBLE impact of this widespread discrimi­
nation on Romani children has rarely attracted the 
interest of the region’s social scientists. Rozsa Mendi, a 

psychologist working at the foundation, says the few 
Hungarian studies that have looked at the issue have 
found devastating psychological effects.

“Romani children generally first meet with prejudice 
at school” she says. “It is especially the teacher who 
conveys this prejudice. It can reduce students’ aca­
demic motivation to a minimum. The children easily 
feel: This is a place where I don’t belong.” A 1975 study 
of one class in a village near Budapest “showed big dif­
ferences between IQ and academic performance. Ro­
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mani children stayed on the margins of the class. They 
wanted to belong, but the teacher never chose them.”

Mendi, whose fine features and unblemished cocoa- 
colored skin belie her middle age, is one of the few 
Roma to be working in a highly qualified profession. 
Yet the prejudice she had to endure has left unhappy 
memories. In her kindergarten class in Budapest, the 
other children refused to play w ith her. “It was very 
embarrassing and painful to stand alone in the school­
yard,” she recalls.

A recent survey of attitudes of Hungarian young 
people found that 37 percent of university students fa­
vored expelling the Roma from the country. Among 
high school students, more than half expressed a simi­
lar opinion. “Being Romani is a highly stigmatized 
identity,” says Mendi.

Before taking her job at the foundation two years 
ago, Mendi worked for the social services department 
of Budapest city. There she established and ran a “per­
sonality development” program for promising but trou­
bled Romani high school students from around the 
country. They would gather four days each m onth, 
sometimes enjoying the unheard of privilege of spend­
ing a night in a hotel and eating in restaurants. She 
used role playing and other techniques to build up the 
students’ self-esteem and improve their communica­
tion and conflict resolution skills. All 15 participants 
in the program’s first year finished high school—some­
thing few Roma do. Three went on to university. Then 
funding ended and the program stopped.

Mendi is currently carrying out personality studies 
of 40 young Roma attending university. Hungary prob­
ably has m ore Roma in h igher education than  any 
other Eastern European country. Still, Mendi says they 
number no more than 500. She wants to understand 
w hat special qualities have enabled them to go this far, 
and what costs they have paid in psychological terms.

One thing the participants have in common is par­
ticularly strong family ties. “Love from their families is 
what sustains them,” says Mendi. Psychological testing 
and deep interviews show they tend to have strongly 
functioning egos. They are very spontaneous and cre­
ative, with strong inner control: ‘I determine my own 
goals and how to achieve them.’ “The functioning of 
their superegos is below average,” says Mendi. “They 
can’t follow strict rules; they need a certain degree of 
liberty.”

She has also found that these children all had to deal 
w ith difficult conflicts during their lives. “But this 
gives them greater problem-solving abilities than non- 
Roma,” she says. These successful young Roma “tend 
to choose constructive solutions to conflict rather 
than emotional or self-destructive ones.”

Yet there is a downside. “They control their behav­
ior and emotions even when they don’t have to,” says 
Mendi. “In the short term, this is positive; they can 
adapt to conflict situations better. But in the long term 
it can lead to psychosomatic problems.” It turns out 
that almost all of the 40 have undergone bouts of lone­
liness, depression, even physical problems—stomach 
ailments or arrhythmic heartbeats. The whole process 
of making it in the dominant white society is inher­
ently stressful, says Mendi.

Mendi also heads an innovative program at the foun­

dation called Romaversitas. Established two years ago, 
it currently provides special academic support to 33 
Romani university students. It is modeled partly on the 
“Invisible University,” small institutions which provide 
tutors and other support to the best university stu­
dents in Hungary and several o ther ex-Communist 
countries. Romaversitas has more modest goals: to pre­
vent dropping out in the first year and to build self-es- 
teem. It also provides private tutors, monthly lectures 
for participants, and small stipends since most Roma 
come from poor families.

Most of the students are doing studies in the social 
sciences or teaching. “We would like them  to develop 
themselves a n d  to help bring about change in their 
communities,” says Mendi. “Unfortunately, the kind of 
conviction that was behind the U.S. civil rights move­
ment doesn’t exist here yet among the Roma. We don’t 
have a charismatic leader like Martin Luther King. You 
can find self-destruction; you can’t find much self-sacri- 
fice.”

Despite Mendi’s pessimistic assessment, a number of 
small education projects across the region have been 
set up by Roma and their gadzo supporters since the 
end of Communism. While they reach relatively few 
children, they serve as models, showing that there are 
alternatives to the current dismal undereducation of 
the Roma. Some of the projects receive funding from 
the European Union, UNESCO, or other donors. The 
open society netw ork established by the Hungarian- 
born American financier and philanthropist, George 
Soros, is probably the single largest source of support 
and encouragement.

GANDHI HIGH School is located in a leafy suburb 
of Pecs, a h isto ric  sou the rn  H ungarian tow n 
known for its mosques and minarets—today used as 

Christian churches—that have survived from Ottoman 
Turkish times. The high school is an island of normalcy 
in a region where failure is the rule.

It is mid-afternoon and the school’s 200 students, 
ages 13 to 18, are lounging around the premises of the 
modern, four-story brick building—the converted for­
mer headquarters of a state-owned mining company— 
w here they board and study. The day’s classes have 
ended, and the students, all Roma, have a couple of 
hours’ break before the start of the 4 to 6:30 p.m. “si- 
lencium ” period when they are all required to be in 
their rooms studying.

The atmosphere is relaxed. Students are mostly in 
little groups. In one, a student is playing the guitar 
w hile  o th ers  are singing. Sixteen-year-old Laszlo 
Petrovics, in 11th grade, wants to study acting and di­
recting at university. In the small Romani village he 
comes from, his former elementary school classmates 
have all ended their schooling. “They do seasonal 
work in the fields,” he says ruefully, in quite passable 
English. “They rob, they do nothing, they have ba­
bies.”

Fifteen-year-old Kalman Bogdan, a dark-skinned boy 
with curly bangs who is in ninth grade, wants to go to 
military academy and become an army officer after he 
finishes high school. “In elementary school, the teach­
ers always got angry with the Gypsy children quicker,” 
he says. “They would hit them on the side of the head
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Richard Karsai (left) and some o f his students at Gandhi High School, a model school 
fo r  Romani students in Pecs, Hungary.

and say: ‘Stupid Gypsy.’
“It made me feel so bad.
T he te a c h e rs  are  su p ­
posed to help all the stu­
d e n ts .” Yet he  sees  a 
bright future for himself 
now . “If I rea lly  s tudy  
h a rd ,” he says, “e v e ry ­
thing is possible.”

G andh i High School 
was established in 1994 
as a private initiative with 
fu n d s  from  Soros and 
other donors. The follow­
ing year, the government 
agreed to take over the 
$400,000 annual budget, 
which covers school op­
erations as well as room 
and board and books for 
s tu d e n ts . T he g o v e rn ­
ment generously, and wisely, left management in the 
hands of the Gandhi Foundation. The school follows 
the standard Hungarian high school curriculum , in­
cluding mandatory English and German. It also teaches 
Romani culture and two Romani languages, Lovari, a 
Sanskrit-based language like modern Hindi, and Beash, 
an old dialect of Romanian that is widely spoken by 
the Roma in the surrounding community7.

The school has a group of three or four educators 
who spend three days each week visiting elementary 
schools in villages and towns in the surrounding re­
gion, recruiting promising new  students. Up to 100 
sixth-graders are invited to attend a weeklong summer 
school; the best are offered a place at Gandhi for the 
start of their seventh grade. Of the 54 students who 
were enrolled in the first year of the school’s opera­
tions, only 18 have stuck it out. But admissions criteria 
have been tightened, and more recent students have 
done much better. The first 12th-grade class will gradu­
ate this spring.

“The aim of Gandhi school,” says deputy director 
Richard Karsai matter of factly, “is to send students to 
university.” Karsai, a gadzo German teacher who sports 
a dark brown beard and ponytail, lets the older stu­
dents address him by his first name. “We want a Ro­
mani intelligentsia to  develop,” he continues. “We 
want them to be leaders of their people: lawyers, doc­
tors, social workers, politicians.” Currently only eight 
junior-level members of the school’s 42 full- and part- 
time academic staff are Roma. “I personally would like 
all our teachers to be Roma in 10 years,” he says. “If 
we do our work properly, we should be out of a job by 
then.”

Elsewhere, private groups have established p re ­
school programs to help Romani children deal better 
with the shock of entering first grade. “There is great 
liberty in Romani families,” says psychologist Mendi. 
“They are very child-centered. It’s just the opposite of 
the discipline at school.” In some Eastern European 
countries, including Slovakia, there is the added prob­
lem that, at home, many Roma speak a language other 
than the national language, which is the language of 
the education system.

ON THE beautiful elongated main square of the 
eastern Slovak city of Presov are two cozy, little, 
brightly colored rooms. This is a pre-school center— 

one of three run by the Foundation for Romani Chil­
dren, a private Slovak organization. The teacher, Ju­
liana Nagyova, hands out simple percussion instru­
ments to six young children, ages 4 to 6, sitting on the 
carpeted floor. “What are these?” she asks in Slovak. 
“Yes, sticks. And what do we say? That’s right: Thank 
you.” Then she leads the children in a song. Parents are 
invited to attend the daily, intensive two-hour sessions, 
and quite a few do, bringing away educational tasks to 
do at home with their children.

“My older son Andrej had to repeat first grade at 
school,” says Milan Kina, an occasional laborer with a 
sixth-grade education, who is here with the youngest 
of his three children. “He had a problem with the lan­
guage; he wasn’t prepared for school. Here they learn 
Slovak and how  to get on with the teacher. It’s great. 
Our daughter Monika spent one year here, and she’s 
had no problem in elementary school.”

That is, no problem  until yesterday. T hat’s w hen 
Kina and his wife went to a parents’ meeting at school 
and discovered that their daughter had been trans­
ferred from a mixed class to an all-Romani one that is 
at a lower level. “I w ent to the school director,” says 
Mrs. Kina angrily, “and she said that Monika has to go 
there because the better Romani pupils must help the 
weaker ones.”

“We can’t accept that,” says Edita Kovarova, found­
ing director of the pre-school center. She promises to 
intervene with the school director.

“We hope our children will go on to high school,” 
says Mrs. Kina. “They will go,” she corrects herself.
‘And they will find work. They will have a better life 
than we do.”

Even in the normal school system, there are excep­
tional teachers who have made a real impact on the 
lives of their Romani pupils. Jan Sajko, a gadzo, has 
had extraordinary success awakening the artistic talent 
o f his s tu d e n ts  in an all-Roma p u b lic  sch o o l in 
Jarovnice, the largest Romani settlement in Slovakia. 
The vividly colored paintings and drawings of Sajko’s
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Milan and Monika Kina with their daughter at her preschool in Presov, Slovakia. The Kinas plan to dispute their 
daughter’s transfer from  an integrated class where she was doing well to an all-Romani class that is less advanced.
students have won prizes around the world. He lets 
pupils w ork at their own pace, dealing w ith them  
“from  their ow n starting places,” and encouraging 
them to paint about things from their own lives.

Large paintings of Sajko’s students line the halls of 
their school in the impoverished community. He takes 
students to visit museums and on other trips. It is es­
sential, says Sajko, to “do everything possible so that 
the models for the children are no longer family mem­
bers who drink, sit around playing cards, or use drugs. 
The most active students must be well rewarded, for 
example, with trips abroad, so the children realize that 
those w ho w ork and achieve certain  results, have 
much to gain.”

In Prague, the architecturally splendid capital of the 
neighboring Czech Republic, the New School Founda­
tion is training Roma to work as teachers’ assistants. 
Educators increasingly believe that assistants can play 
a crucial role in helping young Romani students adjust 

f to the alien culture of public education. Last year, 37
assistants were trained and employed in Czech public 
schools. About a dozen more are being trained and 
monitored under the foundation’s auspices in Slovakia, 
Hungary, and Bulgaria. A ssistants are m ost often  
wom en between age 30 and 40 who have their own 
children attending school. They receive 80 hours of 
training com prising lectures, observing elem entary 
school classes, and discussing how  to help children 
overcome learning difficulties.

Assistants have been recru ited  through personal 
contacts. To be accepted into training, they must pre­
sent a w ritten agreement from a school, which says 
that they will be able to work there after completing

training. In many cases their salaries are paid by inter­
national donors. “The entire program works on en­
lightened goodwill,” says David Murphy, an American 
who runs the program at the New School Foundation. 
“You need a school director who has genuine interest 
in the students, and teachers who do not feel threat­
ened by having someone else in their class.”

Assistants earn about $175 per month in the Czech 
Republic, half of a teacher’s starting salary. “We insisted 
the assistants be paid and not work as volunteers,” says 
Murphy. “We want gadzo children to be forced to look 
at a Romani person in a position of authority. That is 
something extremely rare in Eastern Europe.”

For the third year in a row, the New School Founda­
tion is holding a Romani language poetry and prose 
competition for school children in the Czech Repub­
lic. The contest, called “Romani Dream,’’ is a way of 
celebrating the culture of the country’s largest minor­
ity and helping to awaken a pride in themselves that 
has been pushed down for centuries. One of the past 
winners was 10-year-old Michal Husak for his poem, 
“The Romani Language”—

Each people have their own tongue 
So they can speak and discuss 

With their own words.
Listen, children, we do too.

When we have something to say,
We say it in our own words,

The same way our fathers 
Spoke w ith their fathers.
Tell me, which language 

Is better than ours?
I’ll tell you—there is not one language.

There are no words 
More beautiful than our own. I—I
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SAT T r a p
Why Do We Make So Much 

of One 3-Hour Test?

B y  C l i f f o r d  A d e l m a n

I
T WAS quite a year for a test that we have all known 
for decades as the SAT. From talk shows to op-ed 

pages to the covers of Newsweek and The New Repub­
lic, those three letters were too much with us in 1999- 
In public  com m unication, the  w ord  “SAT” is now  
shorthand for all standardized testing. Irrespective of 
the nature, purposes, virtues, and limitations of the 
test itself, our use of the shorthand has created a sym­
bolic monster. There are far more valid and productive 
metrics for judging educational attainment and poten­
tial.

As teachers already know, the SAT is a proven mea­
sure of general learned abilities. Student performance 
on the test is influenced as much by the nature of 
household dinner-table conversation as it is by formal 
school instruction. That is, the vocabulary of house­
holds with a high socioeconomic status is the vocabu­
lary of the examination. Even though more than 70 
percent of students entering four-year colleges take ei­
th e r  th e  SAT or ACT exams, pe rh ap s 200 (ou t of 
1,800) four-year colleges p lace enough w eight on 
those scores in admissions decisions to make a differ­
ence in students’ lives.

The scores are not used at the 1,200 community col­
leges in this country nor in hundreds of other open- 
door postsecondary institutions. At most, SAT scores 
have influenced the fate of one out of six students in 
four-year colleges, and one out of 13 undergraduates 
altogether. To pay as much attention to SAT scores as 
we do seems like letting an awfully small tail wag a

Clifford Adelm an is a senior research analyst w ith  
the U.S. D epartm ent o f  Education. He is the author, 
m ost recently, o f  the Education D epartm ent report 
“Answers in the Tool Box: Academic Intensity, A tten­
dance Patterns, a n d  Bachelor’s Degree A tta inm ent.” 
This article originally appeared in the Nov. 5, 1999, 
issue o f  the  Chronicle of Higher Education a n d  is 
reprinted w ith the au thor’s permission.

very big dog.
The justification for using SAT scores in admissions 

decisions is that they are a decent predictor of first- 
year college grades. True, but so what? That criterion 
has nothing to do with the principal goal of students at 
four-year colleges and their families: com pleting a 
bachelor’s degree. Nor do state legislatures give a hoot 
about grades w hen they judge the perform ance of 
public universities: Performance means gradua tion  
rates.

No three-hour test on a Saturday m orning is any­
where near as strong a predictor of college graduation 
as the academic intensity and quality of the four-year 
high school curriculum that a student has completed. 
And high school grades and class rank are even weaker 
predictors than standardized tests. In an analysis of 
long-term degree completion (by age 30) in the most 
recently completed national longitudinal study (1980- 
93) conducted by the National Center for Education 
Statistics, w ith statistical controls for all major back­
ground characteristics of students, I’ve found that cur­
riculum beats everything.

Not only is curriculum the best predictor of a stu­
dent’s graduation from college, it’s the only factor edu­
cators can do anything about. But people rarely talk 
about it. The symbol of the SAT has become so power­
ful that it blocks any other conversation. How did that 
happen?

In the mid 1980s, my own employer, the U.S. De­
partm ent of Education, pum ped up the SAT’s status 
with something we called the Wall Chart, which dis­
played year-to-year changes in the mean SAT score, by 
state. Those judgments, along with other indicators, 
such as high school dropout rates, were presented in 
annual press conferences as a “national report card.” 
Minnesota up three points, Arizona down two. The 
Wall Chart read like the stock tables, but it was far, far 
less faithful to the realities it purported to represent. 
N ever m ind the  fallacy of using a tes t of general 
learned abilities to judge schools, let alone whole state
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systems of public education. Anyone w ho knows a 
smidgen about test scores knows that you do not rep­
resent change by m etrics such as “up three, down 
two.”

Until its final appearance in 1990, the Wall Chart 
made for good showtime visuals and gave the public 
easy-to-digest news bites. The annual hoopla beat the 
SAT into the consciousness of readers and viewers as 
the sole indicator of student potential and school sys­
tem performance.

In the early-to-mid-1980s, there also was a prolifera­
tion of commercial guides to American colleges and 
universities that played up the test scores of entering 
freshmen as a basic indicator of institutional quality. 
The annual U.S. N ew s & W orld R e p o r t  rank ings 
emerged in 1985, and are now awaited with the kind 
of anticipation usually reserved for the Oscars. At the 
core  o f the  ranking system  a re —you got i t—SAT 
scores (or ACT scores, where appropriate).

The colleges and universities report the scores of 
their entering freshmen to all the symbol-making hand­
books, and their strategy is to look as good as their 
niche allows. As a former associate dean at a non-selec- 
tive institution, I know  that we played razzmatazz 
when we excluded our “special admits” (a euphemism 
for marginal students) from the SAT reporting pool, 
until our academic vice president w orried that our 
scores were getting too high for our niche. SAT was 
image, even though, as a practical matter, many non- 
selective institutions did not use the scores for admis­
sions.

With challenges to affirmative action, the symbolic 
status of the SAT has m oved onto a very different 
stage. Wherever people have argued about race-based 
preferences in college and university or graduate- and 
professional-school admissions, a standardized test 
score has been at the center of the dispute. For exam­
ple, in Regents o f  the U niversity  o f  C alifornia  v. 
Bakke  and Hopwood  v. State o f  Texas, the white plain­
tiffs claimed that admittance of minority students with 
lower test scores than theirs had denied them a place 
in limited entering classes. The defendants (universi­
ties) argued that race could be a more important factor 
in admissions than test scores (which the universities 
nonetheless required).

While those two familiar legal decisions involved 
graduate professional schools and examinations such 
as the Law School Admissions Test, the media-consum- 
ing public does not discriminate either by test or by 
level of higher education. The public sees every stan­
dardized admissions test as essentially the SAT. The 
ironic consequence of that perception is that the mass 
o f m inority  s tuden ts  co n tin u es  to  be h u rt or de­
meaned.

For form er Ivy League presidents William Bowen 
and Derek Bok, authors of a defense of affirmative ac­
tion at highly selective institutions, The Shape o f  the 
River: Long-Term Consequences o f  Considering Race 
in College and  University Admissions, (Princeton Uni­
versity Press, 1998), the SAT is the dominant indicator 
of institutional quality. The authors spin their argu­
ments for race-conscious admissions with constant ref­
erence to that icon. In their view, the haves in our so­
ciety, are divided from the have-nots by virtue of the

SAT scores of their college companions.
Push messages such as that across enough op-ed 

pages and through enough television cameras “into 
the a ir”—in the  w ords of the  French social critic  
Jacques Ellul—and one sees what Ellul describes as the 
formation of sociological propaganda: It has become 
our unconscious habit to judge individuals by the SAT 
company they keep. The message tells most students, 
and the mass of minority students among them, that 
they were turned into have-nots in the college admis­
sions line at age 18. That message is neither wise nor 
kind.

Claude Steele, a psychologist at Stanford University, 
has done pioneering research on the damage done to 
minority students by the dominance of SAT conscious­
ness. African-American students, in particular, have 
been repeatedly told by public propaganda that they 
are not expected to perform well on such tests. Steele 
has docum ented that, as a result, m inority students 
freeze up w hen taking any  high-stakes test. Excessive 
public SAT-talk, then, damages the life chances of mi­
nority students everywhere.

Recently, my ow n d ep a rtm en t’s Office for Civil 
Rights issued draft guidelines that, if applied, might 
limit the use of SAT and other standardized-test scores 
in decisions about college admissions. The draft guide­
lines were an attempt to address the fact that, in my 
colleagues’ words, minority students don’t do as well 
as others on standardized tests and are disproportion­
ately affected by colleges that overplay test scores in 
their admissions.

The message the public received from the ensuing 
controversy was illustrated at a roundtable discussion 
of policymakers at the 1999 convention of the Educa­
tion Commission of the States, w here one legislator 
moaned that “just at the moment when we are work­
ing even harder to close the SAT gap, minority stu­
dents are being told that they don’t have to take the 
test seriously.” Although not an accurate interpretation 
of the intent of the guidelines, that’s the kind of inti­
mation that can result from keeping the SAT at the 
altar of public consciousness.

The latest public flurry over test scores concerns an 
SAT statistical simulation called “Strivers.” Developed 
in a research project by Anthony Carnevale, a vice 
president of the Educational Testing Service (the devel­
oper and publisher of the SAT), the simulation takes 
the m ajor background characteristics of a student 
(such as socioeconom ic status, family incom e and 
structure, high school location, and, in one model, 
race) and, based on past performances of those with 
sim ilar characteristics, p red ic ts the s tu d e n t’s SAT 
score. If the actual score is notably greater than the 
student’s predicted score, an honorific Strivers label is 
attached. In other words, on the basis of a three-hour 
test on a Saturday morning, the student’s stock jumps 
a dozen points in the hypothetical admissions line 
where the SAT is at the eye of judgment, and every­
body feels good.

Of course, Strivers was only a simulation, but as 
Nicholas Lemann wrote in the New York Times, it gen­
erated “a major media feeding frenzy” Typical of the 
feeders in the pool was The New Republic, w hose 
cover story trum peted “The End of Meritocracy: a De-
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bate  on A ffirm ative A ction, the  
S.A.T., and the Future of American 
E xcellence,” and w hose in te rio r 
pages pretended that “Strivers” was 
a real program rather than an inter­
esting piece of research. Reflect on 
the  collocation  of w ords in that 
cover-s to ry  head line: Only one 
word refers to anything concrete— 
“S.A.T.” The others are emotively 
loaded abstractions that glom onto 
the icon. Our nation, it is implied, 
will stand or fall on the SAT. Has it 
come to that?

It’s time to stop talking about the 
SAT. All we have done with all this 
SAT jabber is to manipulate minor­
ity sensibilities, without doing any­
thing substantive for the mass of mi­
nority students. Analysis of high- 
school and college transcripts of the 
generation that attended college be­
tween 1982 and 1993 tells us that 
getting one step beyond Algebra II 
in high-school mathematics doubled 
students’ chances of completing a 
bachelor’s degree. The same analy­
sis te lls  us th a t 72 p e rc e n t o f 
African-American students who got 
beyond Algebra II, took Advanced 
P lacem en t co u rse s , and su b se ­
quently attended a four-year college 
or university earned bachelor’s de­
grees. For Hispanic students, the 
percentage was 79 percent. No jig­
gling or juggling with SAT scores, 
class rank, or grades can accom ­
plish those results.

Our principal tasks should be to 
provide minority students with cur­
ricular opportunities, to ensure that 
minority students are not “tracked” 
away from those opportunities, and 
to secure family and peer support 
for academic effort. Those tasks re­
quire real sweat, not feel-good simu­
lations.

Just as important, the metrics of 
those tasks must become our princi­
pal propaganda, too. Imagine what 
would happen if the college rank­
ings dropped the SAT as a criterion 
of in stitu tio n a l quality. Instead , 
what if they told us the percentages 
of e n te r in g  s tu d e n ts  w ho  had  
reached the pre-calculus level in 
high school, had taken three labora­
tory science courses, and had dem­
onstrated competence in a language 
other than English? We might then 
be able to establish an alternative 
symbolism that would reflect what 
education is really about and what 
we hope to do for all students. □
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Le a d e r sh ip

(Continued fro m  page 13)

standards-based reform, there is shockingly little re­
search about institutional design and practice in high- 
performing school districts. The work does point to 
common themes, which I will treat in a moment. How­
ever, educators are fond of responding to any piece of 
research that demonstrates a promising approach with 
a host of reasons why “it”—w hatever it is—w ould 
never work in their schools: Their students are differ­
ent; their communities would not tolerate such prac­
tices; their union contract would never perm it such 
actions; their teachers are too sophisticated (or unso­
phisticated) to accept such improvements, etc., etc., 
etc. Public education is, in the default mode, astonish­
ingly, perversely, and ferociously parochial and particu­
laristic; all significant problems are problems that can 
only be understood  in the  con tex t of a particu lar 
school or community.16

The most effective response to this parochialism, 
which is a direct outgrowth of the isolation of teach­
ing as a vocation, is to surround practitioners w ith 
dozens, perhaps hundreds, of examples of systems 
that have managed to design their institutional struc­
tures around large-scale im provem ent. We can get 
those exam ples by substantially increasing the re­
search and documentation of high-performing systems 
with high proportions of low-income students. We can 
also use policy to stimulate demand for such knowl­
edge by investing in inspection activities among highl­
and low-performing districts. The states with relatively 
high proportions of high-performing districts seem to 
be the ones that have invested in an infrastructure to 
capture, examine, and disseminate information about 
these successes.17 Still, in the short term, the lack of 
knowledge about the practical issues connected with 
large-scale improvement is a big problem. However, it 
is possible to state a few principles.

Im prove Practice and All Else Follows
A major principle in large-scale improvement is getting 
people at all levels of the system focused on some as­
pect of instruction. Low-performing schools and sys­
tems generally start with literacy. They focus on that 
area until practice in most classrooms approaches a 
relatively high standard and perform ance begins to 
move decisively upward. This could take a number of 
years. Then, they add another instructional area—typi­
cally mathematics—which increases the level of com­
plexity in practice and learning that is expected of 
teachers and principals. Focus also has to be accompa­
nied by stability—in leadership, in the language that 
high-level administrators and board members use to 
describe the goals and purposes of the organization, 
and in monitoring the policies and structures that are 
supposed to bring about improvement. The principle 
of tight focus and stability in message should apply to 
everyone: Superintendents and board members should 
be just as subject to criticism for straying off-message 
as principals and teachers.

Another major design principle has to do with de­
veloping the accountability relationships in schools 
and school systems. People in improving systems seem

to buy into standards-based accountability largely be­
cause leaders set examples of commitment and focus 
and use face-to-face relationships rather than bureau­
cratic controls. Basically, what they need to do is to 
unlearn  the behaviors and values that accom pany 
loose coupling, and learn the new behaviors and val­
ues associated with collective responsibility for teach­
ing practice and student learning. People make these 
fundam ental changes w hen  they  are frequently ex­
posed to the new ways of thinking and acting, have a 
chance to argue these new ways into their own sys­
tems of belief, observe other people practicing them, 
and, most important, become successful at practicing 
them in the presence of others (are seen to be success­
ful). Business-as-usual in schools is what sustains the 
current loose coupling. Unless new values and behav­
iors alter the way business is carried on, there will be 
no real change in the schools.

The early evidence also suggests that schools and 
systems with weak collective values and atomized or­
ganizations look for the easiest way of solving account­
ability problem s w ithin the knowledge they have.18 
Schools teach to the test, because they have no better 
ideas about how  to improve content and pedagogy. 
They focus on students who are closest to meeting 
standards because they do not have any strategies for 
reaching the students who are harder to teach. They 
give vague and general guidance about instruction be­
cause they  d o n ’t believe that w orking collectively 
would produce new instructional practices—and they 
would not know how to go about collective work, any­
way. The path of least resistance represented by these 
responses is replaced, in improving systems, by an in­
sistence that the expectations and standards apply to 
all students. As a result, people in these schools exam­
ine assessment data on individual students in all class­
rooms and schools, focusing on the particular prob­
lems of low-performing students, and they refuse to 
make judgments about school performance based on 
school- or grade-level averages.

It is also the case that improving systems confront 
the issue of isolation implicit in loose coupling, di­
rectly and explicitly. Administrators—both system- 
level and schoo l-leve l—observe  p ra c tic e  in 
schools and classroom s routinely. They have 
mastered ways of talking about what they see 
that allow for support, criticism, and judg­
m ent—but do not threaten. Such systems 
also create multiple avenues of interaction, 
focused  on acqu iring  new  skills and 
k n o w led g e , am ong  c lassroom s and 
schools as well as between schools and 
their broader environment. These sys­
tem s make adjustm ents in the way 
the school day is organized to create 
tim es w hen  teachers, adm inistra­
tors, and outside experts can meet 
to talk about practice . In the 
words of form er superin ten­
dent Alvarado, all discussions 
are about “the work,” and 
all non-classroom person­
nel are expected to learn 
and model in their own
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Schools teach to the test 
because they have no better 
ideas about how to improve 
content and pedagogy.

interactions with others in the organization the prac­
tices they want to see in the classroom. A corollary of 
this principle is that if anyone’s practice is subject to 
observation, analysis, and critique, then  everyone’s 
practice should be. Supervisors should be just as sub­
ject to evaluation as their supervisees. The principle of 
reciprocity applies to all accountability relationships.

It should go w ithout saying that in systemwide im­
provement, schools don’t get to choose w hether they 
participate. Some systems have allowed schools to 
enter various phases of an improvement process at 
d iffe re n t tim es. Some system s a llow  schoo ls  to  
choose among various instructional approaches as 
the focus for improvement. But allowing schools to 
choose w hether they participate is tantamount to re­
turning to loose coupling, in which improvement oc­
curs in small pockets and never influences the rest of 
the system. It is not coincidental, I think, that most of 
the current examples of improving districts occur in 
states that have relatively strong standards-based ac­
countability systems in place. Local school systems in 
those states are discovering that they don’t have the 
op tion  of using volunteerism , because ultim ately 
their performance as a system will be based on the 
performance of all classrooms and schools in the sys­
tem.

As I said earlier, I offer these design principles based 
on my own work on large-scale improvement and my 
reading of the little research that exists on this subject. 
The main point here should be the urgency of learning 
more about these issues in many school districts, in 
many different settings, and in pushing hard for more 
concrete knowledge about how large-scale improve­
ment processes work.

The Road Ahead
Standards-based reform poses problems of the deep­
est and most fundamental sort about how we think 
about the organization of schooling and the function 
of leaders in school systems and schools, as well as 
an opportunity  to make necessary and fundamental 
changes. In the current reform period, the stakes are
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high for the future of public schooling and for the 
students w ho attend public schools. Change, as it has 
been conceived and carried out in the past, is not an 
option in responding to these problems. Large-scale, 
sustained, and continuous improvement is the path 
out of these problems. And this kind of improvement 
is what the existing institutional structure of public 
schooling is specifically designed not to do. Improve­
ment requires fundamental changes in the way public 
schools and school systems are designed and in the 
ways they are led—changes in the values and norms 
that shape how teachers and principals think about 
the purposes of their work; changes in how  we think 
about w ho leaders are, w here they  are, and w hat 
they do; and changes in the knowledge and skill re­
quirements of those who work in schools. We are in 
an early and perilous stage of this process. It is not 
clear w hether public schooling will actually respond 
to the challenge of large-scale im provem ent or will 
simply adapt the reform to the way schools currently 
do business.

The pathologies of the existing institutional struc­
ture are all being addressed in some school systems 
that are seriously at work on the problems of large- 
scale improvement. It’s essential that other school sys­
tems, operating in an environment of increased atten­
tion to student performance and quality of instruction, 
discover that they need to learn, not just different 
ways of doing things, but very different ways of think­
ing about the purposes of their work, and the skills 
and knowledge that go with those purposes.
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and the bu tcher paper from a first-grade teacher, I 
posted a word wall. As we read through the novel, stu­
den ts  posted  w ords w hose m eaning they  did not 
know. As I wanted to make this a lesson in building 
meaning from context clues, I asked students to indi­
cate the page num ber in the tex t w here the w ord 
could be found. From a single night’s reading, they col­
lected more than 20 words.

My goal was to encourage students to explore the 
range of Mary Shelley’s vocabulary. They shared the 
words they found and tried to figure out what each 
word meant based on how it was used in the sentence 
as well as on what they knew about what was going on 
in the story at that moment. Quite often their guesses 
were on target. We turned to the Oxford English Dic­
tionary  only to verify our estimations. Doing this kind 
of word study together teaches students strategies for 
negotiating a passage full of unfamiliar words. Making 
connections betw een unfamiliar words and familiar 
w ords—for exam ple, m u ta b ility  w ith  m u ta n t  and 
prognosticate  w ith prognosis—also demonstrates to 
students that they know  more than they think they 
know. It helps build their confidence as readers of diffi­
cult prose.

I also hoped that students would begin to see how 
the more words an author has at her disposal, the more 
subtle her prose can be. Was I teaching “basic skills”? I 
suppose so, but it never felt as though I had distorted 
Shelley’s text as I did so.

Teaching about Reading Theory
Another method for working with challenging texts is 
to teach students about theories of reading. Most stu­
dents have no idea that reading is a much-studied act 
and that entire schools of thought have grown out of 
this primary skill. In You Gotta BE the Book, Jeff Wil­
helm describes research that he conducted in his mid­
dle school classroom. Wilhelm challenges teachers to 
consider:

Why do some kids love reading? What is rewarding and 
engaging about reading for these students? What do these 
engaged readers “do” as they read that makes the experi­
ence fun, satisfying, and engaging for them?

Why do other kids hate reading? What in their experience 
has contributed to their negative view?2

Pursuing answers to these questions, Wilhelm exper­
imented with incorporating discussions about reading 
theory and literary conventions into his lessons. What 
he found was that as students becam e increasingly 
aware that they were actually going to have to “do” 
something to make a text comprehensible, their frus­
trations w ith reading decreased. Suddenly it w asn’t 
that anything was wrong with them (or with the text) 
but that they simply w eren’t doing the things that good 
readers do when they read. As Umberto Eco explains, 
“Every text is a lazy machine asking the reader to do 
some of its work.”3 

Without diminishing the importance of good early 
reading instruction or the difficulties children with dis­
abilities face when reading, I would like to assert that
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many “poor readers” are actually lazy readers. This is 
not a reflection on their character. It’s simply that no 
one ever told these children that reading was going to 
be work. Even when students dutifully eyeball the as­
signed pages, few think the homework assignment has 
asked them for anything more. Students turn on their 
stereos, kick back on their beds, and expect the book 
to transfer information from its pages to their brains. 
While such a passive stance might work perfectly well 
for reading Surfer magazine, it is grossly inadequate for 
texts like The Odyssey.

An exchange between two of Wilhelm’s students— 
one an engaged reader, the other a struggling reader— 
dem onstrates how  broad the chasm is betw een stu­
dents who don’t and students who do know what a 
text demands of a reader:
Jo h n :  I can’t believe you do all that stuff w hen you 

read! I’m not doing., like nothing...compared to 
you.

Ron: I can’t believe you don’t do something. If you 
don’t, you’re not reading, man.... It’s gotta be like 
wrestling or watching a movie or playing a video 
game...you’ve got to like...be there!4

Reading as a Creative Act
I want students to know that it is not enough simply to 
eyeball a page of print and expect the story to come 
alive or even make sense. A reader needs to act. Louise 
Rosenblatt explains:

The benefits of literature can emerge only from creative 
activity on the part of the reader himself. He responds to 
the little black marks on the page, or to the sounds of the 
words in his head, and he “makes something of them.”
The verbal symbols enable him to draw on his past expe­
riences with what the words point to in life and litera­
ture. The text presents these words in a new and unique 
pattern. Out of these he is enabled actually to mold a new 
experience, the literary work.5

The challenge for any literature teacher is to make 
these “creative activities” visible to students. Strug­
gling readers often have no idea about the things that 
expert readers do inside their heads when they read. 
According to Rosenblatt, good readers conduct a trans­
action with the text. The reader creates meaning from 
the words on the page while the text causes the reader 
to reexamine what he or she knows. The text and the 
reader interact.

What is so powerful to me about Rosenblatt’s work 
is how  she situates the study of literature at the center 
of every child’s life. It is not only the college-bound or 
future English teachers w ho need the nourishm ent 
that literature can provide, but all students.

Last, year I taught a class of extrem ely reluctant 
ninth-grade readers. In this small class of 20, there 
were seven special education students and five ESL stu­
dents. The four girls in the class staked out their terri­
tory in the desks near the door. As I handed out copies 
of Rom eo and  Juliet, I told the class that this story 
was going to remind them a lot of people they know 
and situations they’ve experienced. We worked our 
way through the play—acting out scenes, discussing 
the characters, drawing parallels to teenage life as they 
knew it. In their journals, students wrote about argu­
ments they had had with their parents and fights they

had w itnessed. We studied the formal elem ents of 
Shakespeare’s play, but only as they functioned in the 
total literary experience. Feeling and connection had 
to come first.

Rosenblatt theorizes that literature is a form of per­
sonal experience and that as such it “has many poten­
tialities that dynamic and informed teaching may sus­
tain.”6 I interpret her discoveries as follows:

1. Literature fosters the imagination that any healthy 
dem ocracy needs—the ability to understand the 
needs and hopes of others and the ability to see 
how our actions affect other people’s lives.

2. Literature offers readers images of behavior and atti­
tudes other than their own.

3. Literature teaches teenagers about the many possi­
ble ways of life and philosophies from which the 
reader is then free to choose.

4. Literature can help readers make sound choices 
through experiencing in the text the consequences 
of characters’ actions.

5. Literature can assist readers to view their own per­
sonalities and problems objectively and so to handle 
them better.

6. Literature, through which teenagers m eet a wide 
range of temperaments and value systems, may free 
them from fears, guilt, and insecurity engendered by 
too narrow a view of normality.

7. Literature can offer socially beneficial avenues for 
impulses that might otherwise find expression in an­
tisocial behavior.

Many of the students in my ninth-grade class were 
adept at antisocial behavior. Getting them to sit still for 
more than 10 minutes and to participate in classroom 
discussion without putting one another down was a 
daily challenge. But as w e m ade our way through 
R om eo a n d  Ju lie t, I felt that w hat Rosenblatt de­
scribes was occurring before my eyes. As we talked 
and wrote about how the Montagues and Capulets as 
well as gangs on our campus behaved toward one an­
other, students seemed to expand their sense of nor­
malcy. Carlos, a bilingual student who has attended 
several different schools both in Los Angeles and in 
Puerto Rico over the course of his 14 years, compared 
the Prince’s final speech w ith our school principal’s 
rule that anyone involved in a fight will automatically 
be expelled. Here is the speech:

Capulet, Montague,
See what a scourge is laid upon your hate,
That heaven finds means to kill your joys with love!
And I, for winking at your discords too,
Have lost a brace of kinsmen. All are punish’d.

(Romeo a n d  Juliet, Act 5, scene 3)

And here is our dialogue:
C arlos: I don’t think the principal’s rule is fair because 

if someone disrespects me I’m not going to let 
it go, but I guess she doesn’t want to be caught 
“winking at” our fights.

M e: Why do you think that is?

C arlos: Oh, she probably feels responsible w hen any-
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body on campus gets hurt, which I don’t agree with ei­
ther but I think that’s just the way she is.

Diana [the most excitable and outspoken of the four  
girls in the class, also bilingual]: You know Let- 
tie w ho was in this class the first week? She got 
kicked out for fighting and sent to Uni [Univer­
sity High School]. The principal didn’t care who 
started it. She just expelled everybody.

Carlos: I think she w anted to make an example for 
other kids. If the principal says “community” 
one more time, I think I am going to hit some­
body.

M e: Don’t, Carlos. You know it would break her heart 
to lose “a brace” of students.

The Im portance o f Close Reading
Careless in te rp re ta tio n s  of R osenb latt’s theo ry  of 
reader response have led some teachers to abandon 
the practice of close reading. W hat is unfortunate 
about this loss is that student responses, how ever 
heartfelt, that are based upon casual or inaccurate 
readings often lead the reader into confusion rather 
than to understanding. Teachers need to take time in 
class to  show  studen ts  how  to exam ine a tex t in 
minute detail, word by word, sentence by sentence. 
Anne E. Berthoff claims that the chief means of teach­
ing critical reading and writing is to “offer students as­
sisted invitations to look and look again at words, sen­
tences, paragraphs.”7 Only then will they develop the 
skills they need to be powerful readers. The kind of 
close reading that Berthoff describes does not come 
naturally to teenagers. The challenge for the teacher is 
to help students refine how  they examine a piece of 
literature without destroying their confidence as read­
ers. I start with students’ responses but then ask prod­
ding questions—like these dealing with some difficult 
passages in The Odyssey—that encourage students to 
return to the text for answers:

■ You say you hate the way Odysseus lies to everyone 
he meets w hen he returns to Ithaca (Book 19). Let’s 
look at that scene w ith  Penelope again. W hat is 
Odysseus trying to find out with his lies?

■ The scene w here Odysseus’s dog dies of a broken 
heart upon seeing his master is one of my favorite 
scenes, too (Book 17). What does this moment tell 
you about Odysseus? Read those lines again. What 
does the state the dog is in tell you about the state of 
Odysseus’s kingdom?

■ It is indeed “gross” w hen all the unfaithful serving 
maids are hanged. Look at the epic simile Homer 
uses to  d e sc rib es  th is  scene: “As w h e n  e ith e r  
thrushes with their long wings or doves/Rush into a 
net that has been set in a thicket/As they come in to 
roost, and a dreadful bed takes them in/So they held 
their heads in a row, and about the necks/Of all there 
w ere nooses, that they might die m ost piteously/ 
They struggled a little with their feet, but not very 
long” (Book 22). Why do you think Homer compares 
the serving women to birds?
Teachers need to go beyond encouraging responses

from student readers and push them to understand ex­
actly what the author has done w ith words and sen­
tences, syntax, and diction that elicited such a re­
sponse in them as readers.

As I reflect upon my own metamorphosis from non- 
judgm ental facilitator to a m ore assertive readers’ 
guide, I th ink that w hat p rom pted  my changes as 
much as Lisa Delpit’s research was the realization that 
most student readers are nothing like me. When I was 
growing up I did little else but read. I read indiscrimi­
nately, helter-skelter, w ith no thought for improving 
my mind. I believed everyone and everything around 
me boring. Everything except for books.

W hen I becam e a teacher, I quickly realized that 
most students are unwilling, to do the amount of read­
ing that I had taken for granted. I adjusted. But what 
took me much longer to figure out was just how much 
help students needed in order to be able to negotiate 
classic texts. I had come to these books with consider­
able reading experience. I didn't know how much I 
knew and had no names to put to the things I knew, 
but in a very deep  way I understood  how  stories 
worked.

The students I teach, for the most part, have no 
such background. They have enorm ous experience 
and vast knowledge about a range of things that I 
was totally ignorant about at their age and about 
many aspects of life I continue to find baffling. I also 
assure you tha t every  year I teach  at least a half 
dozen avid, addicted readers. But apart from making 
sure that these students always have a book to read, 
they are not the ones w ho most need my help and 
expertise.

Most teenagers will read exactly as much as is de­
manded of them. My own 16-year-old son would think 
nothing of stopping on page 43 if that was where the 
homework assignment ended even if he knew that the 
mystery was solved, the gun went off, and the girl was 
saved on page 44. Discouraging? Yes. But as a teacher I 
need to learn to work with this.

Having a more realistic sense of my students’ atti­
tudes toward reading and their need for scaffolding 
w hen reading challenging texts has made me a better 
teacher. Does this make me a weakling for changing 
my mind about my methods? I don’t think so. As long 
as I am a teacher, I intend to keep unlearning and 
learning anew what I thought before. It’s my profes­
sional responsibility. It’s also my passion.
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(Continued fro m  page 29)
of minorities in honors.23 Similar enrichment programs 
were noted in some of Oakes’s detracked schools and 
in Gamoran and Weinstein’s24 Cibola High School, so 
one must w onder w hether this enrichment, and not 
detracking, should be the focus of reform. Instead of 
“tracking as usual,” such enrichment efforts can modify 
tracking in ways that help all students. These programs 
demand more time and effort from students and more 
resources from the school district, but they can have 
great benefits.

This is a study of a single departm ent in a single 
school told from teachers’ vantage point, and it does 
not present test scores or other outcomes. But it began 
without a preconceived opinion about detracking, and 
Progressive High was an unusually promising place for 
detracking to succeed. It clearly did not serve any stu­
dents well. While some readers will probably dismiss 
these results as an aberration, I do not know any rea­
son to believe they are. Rather, these results are a 
warning to reformers and researchers.

In the eyes of the social studies teachers at Progres­
sive High School, detracking accomplished many trans­
formations in a few short years. It transformed teach­
ing from difficult to impossible. It transform ed the 
ideal of equal instruction for all into practices offering 
less instruction for all. It transformed faster students 
from  motivated allies to disengaged threats. And it 
transformed teachers from detracking enthusiasts into 
advocates for a return to tracking.

These results pose challenges for researchers and 
practitioners. While tracking often has bad outcomes, 
detracking is not necessarily better. Researchers who 
have played a role in criticizing tracking must also con­
sider the potential problems of detracking. Until such 
studies are done, high school practitioners should be 
cautious about proceeding to detracking reforms just 
because they sound appealing. There is too much at 
stake, and there is great risk of unanticipated negative 
outcomes. These teachers’ experiences indicate that 
good in ten tions and hard w ork are no t enough to 
make detracking successful. □
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teachers who initially tried mixed-ability groups stopped using 
this procedure. Some reported that fast students did all the 
work, and it wasn’t clear that slow students learned anything. 
After a w hile, all eight teachers let students choose the ir 
groups, which tended to vary by achievement level. Detracking 
advocates will focus on these points to explain the failures, and 
they may be right. But altering these features will not address 
all the problems teachers noted. Moreover, it is not clear how 
to alter these features. The often-dismissed technical questions 
are fundamental: How can detracking be done and under what 
circumstances? Available models for instruction in detracked 
classes are mostly for elementary and middle schools (where 
skills are simpler and variation narrower), so they may not be 
appropriate for detracked high school classes. Nor have de­
tracking advocates stated what conditions would prevent de­
tracking from being effective. Does detracking work equally 
well in classes with high and low variation in student achieve­
ment? Should teachers do the same activities w hen achieve­
ment ranges across many grade levels (e.g., seventh- to 12th- 
grade achievem ent) and w hen all students are at the same 
level? These are the kinds of “technical” questions that some 
detracking advocates have tried to ignore, but they cannot be 
dismissed as mere technicalities.

18Farkas, G., Human Capital or Cultural Capital? H aw thorne, 
N.Y: Aldine, 1996.

19 Ibid.
20 It should be noted that it is not clear w hether the best studies 

(the ones using randomized designs) are applicable to high 
schools, since they w ere done in elem entary  and m iddle 
schools.

J1 i lallinan, M.T., “Tracking: From Theory to Practice,” Sociology 
o f  Education, April 1994: 79-91.

“ Gamoran, A., “Alternative Uses of Ability Grouping in Sec­
ondary Schools: Can We Bring High-Quality Instruction  to 
Low-Ability Classes?” A m erican  fo u r n a l o f  E ducation  102 
(1993): 1-22.

23 Rosenbaum, unpublished.
24 See note 4 above.
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Letters
(Continued fro m  page 2)
fo rcem en t w ith  basic skills. We 
need mathematics texts and profes­
sional developm ent that com bine 
both conceptual understanding and 
basic skills. To do otherwise is a dis­
service to our students, their par­
ents, and the community.

— A n d r e w  S. C o b l e n t z  
D a l y  City , Ca l if o r n ia

Hung-Hsi Wu includes many inaccu­
racies and m isconceptions of his 
own in his article discussing the de­
bate over basic skills versus concep­
tual understanding in mathematics. 
His first error is made in the open­
ing paragraph and is reflective of 
m any peop le  w ho  are unfam iliar 
w ith  the  goals of the  w hole  lan­
guage movement. Phonics is not the 
opposite of whole language—it is a 
“subset” of whole language; that is, 
it is a sub-skill that one must have, 
in addition to many others, in order 
to  understand  a p iece of w ritten  
work. The “whole language” move­
m ent was never about eliminating 
phonics instruction; rather, it was 
meant to provide emerging readers 
w ith many cognitive tools beyond 
simple phonics in order to derive 
meaning from writing.

Mr. Wu’s second inaccuracy con­
cerns his shallow understanding of 
the work of Constance Kamii. Ms. 
Kamii does indeed advocate chil­
d ren  in v en tin g  th e ir  ow n  a lgo ­
rithms, but one of the facts Mr. Wu 
overlooks is that this is to stimulate 
ch ild ren  to  discuss m athem atics 
among themselves and then adopt 
those algorithms that they find most 
c o m p reh en siv e  and u seab le . As 
most parents know, children will re­
m em ber and use things that they 
have personally chosen. It is highly 
unlikely that a class of 30 children 
will come up with 30 different algo­
rithm s for m ulti-colum n addition 
(and if they  did, I w ould say their 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  m a th e m a tic s  
greatly surpasses mine!). Those of 
us w h o  have u se d  Ms. K am ii’s 
m ethods know  that children will 
find their ow n way to the m ost ef­
fic ien t algorithm s and use it b e ­
cause th ey  inven ted  it together, 
no t because a teacher told them  
to “do it my way.”

— R o b e r t  M. B e r k m a n  
M S 8 8  -  T h e  P e t e r  R o u g e t  S c h o o l  

B r o o k l y n , N e w  Y o r k

4 8  A m erican  E d u c a t o r

‘ Howard Gardner is one of 
the brightest lights of our
time....In Intelligence Refrained, he 
turns his b rillian t spotlight on the connec­
tion between intelligence and morality, 
between human g ifts  and the work of 
business and society. Thoughtful leaders 
everywhere w ill benefit from these illu m i­
nating essays." — ro s a b e th  m o s s  k a n t e r ,

Harvard Business School, au thor of 
The Change Masters and Rosabeth Moss Kanter on 

the Frontiers o f Management

“A fascinating volume in
which Howard Gardner deftly synthesizes 
the historical development of the mea ­
sures and meanings of intelligence; wise­
ly reflects on his own scholarly journey; 
and offers astute observations about the 
ways in which his theories have been 
interpreted and m isinterpreted. This is
quintessential Gardner: 
lucid, balanced, discern­
ing, and path-breaking.w

— SARA LAWRENCE UGHTFOOT, 
author of Respect: An E'iploratbn

W in t e r  1 9 9 9 -2 0 0 0

r B Basic Books (
A MEMBER OF THE PERSEUS BOOKS GROW 11 

w w w .basicbooks.com

http://www.edubabnet.com
http://www.badgeaminit.com
http://www.basicbooks.com


Just For You!
m These and Several 

Hundred others.
For Friends and 

Family too!
1- 800- 774-9162

www. buy mass, com!aft
Alfred Hitchcock Mystery 33 .97 25.97
Allure 15.00 11.97
Amer. Square Dance 22 .50 16.00
American Baby 23 .94 13.97
American Photo 21 .00 12.95
Aquarium Fish 24 .97 15.97
Architectural Digest 39 .95 29.95
Artist’s Mag [10 issues] 20 .00 13.47
Asimov’s Science Fiction 39 .97 27.97
The Atlantic 17 .95 9.95
Audio 26 .00 14.97
Backpacker 27 .00 19.94
Baseball Digest 23..94 19.96
Basketball Digest 23 94 15.97
Better Homes 1 yr 19 .00 13.97
& Gardens 2 yrs 19.00

Bicycling 19..97 12.97
Bird Talk 27 .97 15.97
Black Enterprise 19..95 14.95
Boating 28. 00 21.97

The latest 
ideas, events, 
culture and 
current 
issues.

THE •••

N E W  Y O R K E R

Full year - ju st $22.98

52 Weekly 
issues
including the
special guides, a  F r a g i l e  P e a c e
Stay informed “i'S 'S i'U X tSSSST ' 
and save. .. •-  n —

Just $22.50 for our members

Dog Fancy 25.97 15.97
Ebony 20.00 10.97
Economist 25.00 85.00
Electronic Gaming Mnthly 25.00 19.99
Elle 28.00 14.00
Elle Decor 29.00 19.97
Ellery Queen Mystery 33.97 25.97
Entertainment Weekly 51.48 25.74
Esquire 15.94 9.97
Essence 22.00 18.96
Family Circle 16.98 11.97
Family Fun 14.95 9.97
Family Life 19.94 9.97
Family Money 14.00 9.97

These rates for teachers 
and college students only.

BonAppetit 20.00 15.00'
Business Week 54.95 35.00 '
Car & Driver 21.94 11.97
Car Stereo Review 24.94 17.97
Cat Fancy 25.97 15.97
Chicago 19.90 9.95
Child 12.97 7.97
Colonial Homes 17.97 9.97 '
Computer Gaming World 28.00 19.97
Conde Nast Traveler 19.97 11.97'
Consumer Reports 26.00 26.00
Crayola Kids (4-11) 19.97 11.99
Creative Classroom 19.97 15.97
Cruise Travel 23.94 11.97
Cruising World (sailing) 28.00 14.00
Details 15.00 12.00*
Discover 29.95 14.98
Disney Adventures (7-14) 16.45 11.97

Publication Usual
Price

Your
Price

Family PC 15.00 12.00
Field & Stream 15.94 11.97
Fitness 19.98 11.97
Fitness Swimmer 19.94 17.94
Football Digest 23.94 16.63
Forbes 59.95 38.00
Foreign Affairs 44.00 32.00
Fortune 59.95 29.98
George 19.94 9.97

Publication

The ins 
and  outs 
of sm art 
investing

12 issues $15.00!

Usual Your 
Price Price 

Mountain Bike (Rodale) 19.97 12.97 * 
Mutual Funds 14.97 11.96'
The Nation 52.00 26.00
New Age Journal 24.00 18.00 
New York 1 yr 42.00 21.50 

2 yrs 43.00 
New Yorker 1 yf 49.95 22.98 * 

2 yrs 45.96 * 
Newsweek 55 iss 43.45 24.99 * 

108 iss 48.99 *
Old House Journal 27.00 13.97 
Organic Gardening 19.96 11.96* 
Outdoor Photographer 19.94 10.98 
Parenting 15.00 8.97
Parents 17.90 8.97
PC Computing 25.00 14.99
PC Magazine 50.00 26.97

Publication Usual
Price

Your
Price

Teaching Pre K-8 23.97 16.97
Technology & Learning 24.00 14.00
Teen 19.94 9.97
Teen Beat 19.95 16.95
Tennis 18.00 11.97

A special 
AFT 
member 
rate ju st 
for vou.

Good Hou
UR US M NOCKS

One year only $12.00

T im e  [54 iss] 73.99 49.97* 
[108 iss] 99.90 *

Today’s Homeowner 18.94 11.97

Glamour
Golf Digest 
Golf for Women 
Golf Magazine 
Golf World

16.00
27.94
16.97
23.94
53.97

Good Housekeeping 21.97

11.97 ' 
16.77
16.97
13.97
29.97 
12.00  *

(special rate for teachers only)
Gourmet 20.00 15.00'
GQ 20.00 18.00'
Harper's Bazaar 19.97 12.00'
Harper’s Magazine 21.00 11.97
Health 19.97 11.97
Healthy Kids 15.94 9.97
H earts  Soul 16.97 14.97
Herbs for Health 24.00 19.95*
Home 24.00 12.00
Home Office Computing 19.97 9.99
Home Town Cooking 17.97 11.97
House Beautiful 19.97 12.00*
House & Garden 18.00 15.00*
Humpty Dumpty (ages 4-6) 20.75 17.29
Inc. 19.00 14.95
Instructor 19.95 14.95

.-A m erican  
Federation o f
TEACHERS
I SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES 

1- 800 - 774-9162
Box 258 • Creenvale, NY 11548

Petersen's Photographic 23.94 11.97
Popular Mechanics 21.97 12.00
Popular Photography 19.94 11.97
Popular Science 18.94 13.94
Premiere 21.94 14.95
Prevention 21.97 11.00
Psychology Today 21.00 15.97
Reader's Digest 24.76 13.96

large print edition 27.96 19.95
Redbook 17.97 10.00

Town & Country 24.00 15 .00 ’ 
Travel Holiday 17.94 9.97
U.S. News 1 y 44.75 22.50 '

2 yrs 44.75 '
Vanity Fair 20.00 11.97'
Vegetarian Times 29.95 19.95

■ Best Titles 
• LOW EST Rates 

• Easy Ordering

Extended Office Hours 
Mon. - Thur. 9am - 7pm 

& Fri. til 5pm ET

T h r e e  D e s ig n

F a v o r it e s !

Interview
Jet Magazine
Kid City (ages 6-9)
Kiplinger’s Personal Finance
Ladies Home Journal
Latina
Life [14 iss]
Mademoiselle
Marie Claire
McCall’s
Metropolitan Home 
Midwest Living 
Mirabella 
Modern Bride 
Money [12 Issues] 
More
Mother Earth News 
Mother Jones 
Motor Trend 
Motorboating & Sailing 

V is i t  o u r

20.00 12.00
38.00 26.00 
19.90 14.97 
23.95 14.97
16.97 9.99'
20.00 14.97
35.00 17.50'
16.00 11.97'
17.97 12.00'
15.94 8.99
19.94 9.97
19.97 11.65
19.94 9.97
17.97 11.97 
36.82 19.95'
18.00 11.97
18.00 12.96
18.00 12.00
23.94 11.97
15.97 9 .9 7 ’

Road & Track 21.94
Rolling Stone 25.95
Runner's World 24.00 
Saltwater Sportsman 24.95 
Scuba Diving (Rodale's) 19.97 
Self 16.00
Sesame Street (ages 2-5) 19.90

$12.00

E n j o y  t h e m

ALL YEAR L O N G !

19.95 11.96
13.94 9.97
19.94 9.97

24.00 15.00*

Seventeen
Ski or Skiing 
Skin Diver

SmartMoney
Smithsonian 
Sport
Sports Afield 
Sports III for Women 
Sports Illustrated [53 iss] 78.97 39.75 * 
The Weekly Standard 79.96 47.96 
Stereophile 19.94 11.97
Talk 18.00 12.00*

26.00
19.94 
13.97
11.94

13.00
9.97
9.97 * 
9.96 *

Victoria 
Vogue 
WildBird 
Wine Enthusiast 
Wired
Women's Sports & Fitness (9 iss)
Working Mother 
Working Woman 
World Press Review 
Worth
Writer’s Digest [10 issues]
YAHOO! Internet Life 
YM
Hundreds o f Others Just Ask!

21.97 15.00
28.00 17.97
23.97 15.97
32.95 19.95
24.00 12.00
22.50 11.97
12.97 9.97
15.00 9.97
24.97 16.97
15.00 11.97
20.00 12.47
24.97 19.99
16.60 9.97

w e b s ite  a t www.buymags.com/aft
C  For  ren ew a l s  in c lu de  a m a i l ing  label,  i f  ava ilab le .  S u b sc r ip t io n s  usua ll y  beg in  w i th in  45 - 60  davs7

Z ' h t <2 — — — — — — — — —
WU AFT SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES 

Box 258 •  G reenvale. NY 11548

Name

Address

City, State, Zip_ 

Your School

Home Phone ( ______ )_

e-mail address

Publication Name Years

Total
□  Check enclosed payable to: AFTSS
□  Charge to m y credit card

□  Visa □  M asterCard Q Discover Q Amex

A c c t :  -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------  Date: ______

□  Please bill me (phone # required)

http://www.buymags.com/aft


T he AFT Child Labor Project has produced 
a new video, Lost Futures, to introduce 
the subject of child labor to middle school 
students. The 1 6-minute video covers the 

causes of child labor around the world, 
a brief history of child labor in the United 
States and actions that students can take 
to fight child labor. It is accompanied by 
a teacher's guide with ideas for lesson plans 
and additional resources.

The cost of the video and teacher's 
guide is $ 1 0 to AFT members,
$15 to non-members.

Please use the coupon at right 
to order the video.

C.ip and mail to: AFT Child Labor Project, 555  New Jersey 
Avenue, NW , Washington, DC 20001

Please send m e ___________ copies of Lost Futures, the new
AFT video and teacher's guide on child labor.

Enclosed is my check fo r ___________________ payable to AFT.
Please print

Name___________________________________________________

AFT Local #______________________________________________

Add ress__________________________________________________

City____________________________ State______ Z ip _________

Home phone______________ W ork phone__________________

E-mail___________________________________________________


