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Keeping Store
W hy Standards and  
Accountability—Done 
Right—Are G ood for 
Schools, Teachers, 
and Kids 
By John Cole
When we “keep score, ” whether in 
sports, business, or education, we 
have to face up to failure— and do what’s necessary to address 
it. The president o f the Texas Federation o f Teachers argues 
that since his state started keeping score by adopting standards 
and accountability— and also provided the means to help 
children reach the standards—failure no longer goes quite so 
unnoticed and unremedied.

Getting Baek on Course
Fixing Standards-Based Reform and 
Accountability
By Lauren Resnick and Chris Zurawsky
Standards-based reform and 
accountability has brought new 
attention to teaching our least 
successful students. But we can’t 
realize its fu ll benefits or 
minimize the negative trade-off 
without fixing several big 
problems: inadequate 
standards; lack o f curriculum, 
instructional programs, and 
related professional
development; poor, narrow tests that are hijacking the 
reforms; and an accountability formula that identifies not 
only failing schools, but improving ones too.

Standards-Based Reform Brings N ew  
Attention to Educational Necessities

20 Building New Know ledge
School Improvement Requires New  
Knowledge, N ot Just Good W ill
By Richard F. Elmore
Telling schools to get better is the easy part. The hard part is 
helping them figure out what the right thing is to do—  
and how to do it.

28 Curriculum First
A Case History
By Roger Shattuck
A school board member new to the world ofK-12 schools 
discovers to his astonishment that neither his state nor his 
school district has a curriculum. As luck would have it, he 
discovers a great curriculum available to all.

35 The "A YR " Blues
Low-Achieving Schools W ill Fail—but 
They're Not the Only Ones
By Nancy Kober
NCLB’s requirement that schools make adequate yearly 
progress (AYP) is meant to identify failing schools. But o f the 
six ways that a school could fa il to make AYP described by 
this author, only one is directly related to school quality.

40 Ideas to Consider: How to M ake AYP 
Work Better for Students and Their 
Schools

42 Content M atters
Sometimes Even More than We Think
By D uncan Larcombe
Thanks to her geography teacher’s instruction, ayoun^ 
that a tsunami was on its way.

was able to warn many
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Problem Novels: 
Too much, too often, 
too early, or just right?
“Reflections on the ‘Problem Novel”’ 
by Barbara Feinberg (W in ter 200 4 / 
2005 American Educator) is an im por
tant contribution to our thinking about 
how  we are h e lp in g /h in d e r in g  ou r 
young people grow up.

I grew up on books and films that 
inspired— that built courage in the face 
o f disappointment and sorrow, such as 
A  Tree Grows in  Brooklyn. A nd the  
films— oh, those films: Madame Curie, 
N ational Velvet, The Yearling, Young 
Tom Edison. I know that I date myself, 
but the books and films I saw nurtured 
me as a person. W hat worries me, as it 
does Barbara Feinberg (who did a great 
job on your article), is that our youth 
are being fed a diet that does not nour
ish, but instead, destroys and disrupts.

I am not for giving our kids pablum, 
but there has got to be a stronger m id
dle ground. As a grandparent o f two 
boys, I want to know the titles that ex
plore real life and yet strengthen abili
ties to grow and survive. I ask your 
readers w h o  k n o w  som e o f  
th e se  b o o k s  to  co n ta c t me at: 
dorothyrich@starpower.net.

Again, thank you for the article and 
may every librarian read it.

— D o r o t h y  R i c h

President, Home and School Institute 
Author, MegaSkills Programs 

Washington, D.C.

T hank  you for publishing Barbara 
Feinberg’s article exposing the problem 
w ith  the “prob lem  novels” th a t our 
middle school students are required and 
encouraged to read. I feel comforted to 
know that my perceptions are shared 
and that my feeling o f responsibility for 
the messages we feed children through 
literature is also shared. Feinberg has 
eloquently rem inded us that children, 
and perhaps the rest o f us, thrive on the 
concept of “open destiny” or hope, and

that children live in a world that com
bines reality and fantasy. Perhaps kids 
shou ld  n o t be requ ired  to  consum e 
these books as a steady diet, but those 
who do find solace in them should have 
them available.

— Ly n n  R o b i n s o n

As I read Barbara Feinberg’s essay on 
“problem novels,” I became increasingly 
exasperated with her solemn, aggrieved, 
self-righteous tone. The kinds of books 
she w ould have children read are the 
kind I would do anything to avoid.

Because I was allowed to read any
thing I chose when I was growing up, I 
came to understand tha t catastrophe 
and suffering were a part o f life. My 
parents never imagined that I was so 
vulnerable that I needed to be protected 
from  so m e th in g — a n y th in g — th a t  
m ight happen in books. Writers write 
(and readers read) about calamity be
cause it is interesting. My parents un
derstood this, and they understood that 
I understood it.

I think Feinberg misunderstands the 
w hole p o in t o f  fiction. She seems to 
think novels should provide their read
ers w ith chirpy, perky little exhorta
tions— like “Be brave!” W hat a reader 
should ask o f a novel, however, is in
fin ite ly  m ore sub tle : W h e th e r it is 
b eau tifu l, and  w heth er (yes, even a 
child can answer this) it is true.

— A l e x  J o s e p h

The Fashion Institute o f  Technology 
New York, N.Y.

Correction
In the W inter 2004-05 issue, Ameri
can Educator incorrectly identified the 
Web address for Beacon Press. To 
order a copy of Barbara Feinberg’s 
book, Welcome to Lizard Motel: 
Children, Stories, and the Mystery o f  
Making Things Up, please visit www. 
beacon.org, and enter the promo
tional code FEINBERG for a 20 per
cent discount. We apologize for any 
inconvenience this caused our readers.
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Getting It Right
What Needs Fixing

i
n a survey o f AFT teachers last year, two- 
thirds said the No Child Left Behind law was hav
ing a negative effect on public education. But, 

by the same two-thirds margin, they said they 
wanted the law fixed, not scrapped. Likewise, in a 
2002 poll, two-thirds of AFT teachers said 
standards-based reform and accountability is 
the “right approach for improving educa
tion, but there must be improvements in the 
way it is carried out.”

W hat needs fixing? And why, despite the 
problem s, is there a con tinued  com m itm ent to 
standards-based reform and accountability? These 
questions are the focus of this issue of American Ed
ucator.

T he idea of standards-based education promised 
high educational standards and a common, equitable 
curriculum for all kids; tests that measured progress toward 
the standards; special attention for children struggling to 
reach the standards; instructional materials and professional 
development based on the curriculum (bringing the quality 
of our educational system in line with those of other high- 
achieving countries); and an accountability system that tar
geted resources and attention where they were most needed. 
As Texas Federation of Teachers President John Cole notes 
in our first article, school systems unhampered by public 
standards and accountability can— like other institutions—  
act neglectfully, especially toward the least advantaged.

But, for reasons explained by authors Lauren Resnick and 
Chris Zurawsky, inadequate tests, and accountability based 
on them, have often gotten dangerously out in front of the 
other elements of standards-based reform, threatening the 
very educational quality were trying to build; the authors 
outline the attention that must be paid to the lagging pieces. 
As Roger Shattuck observes in his article, many communi
ties still don’t have curricula worthy of the name. And, as 
Richard Elmore notes, most school districts still barely un
derstand, much less have addressed, the huge challenge of 
building faculty and school capacity to dramatically lift stu
dent achievement. We have no systematic way to make sure 
that what’s known about good instruction gets to all teach
ers— and no system atic way to learn w hat we don’t yet

TWO-THIRDS'. 
FIX IT

O S ’E-THIRD. 
SC R AP  IT

AFT TEACHESIS

Ilf Tv know. As for accountab ility ,
• Nancy Kober explains why the

adequate yearly progress formula 
in NCLB can (and increasingly 
will) identify the wrong schools 
as failing.

But for all the undone w ork 
and broken promises, there have 

been notable successes (described in 
“G etting  Back on C ourse,” 
p .8, and box, p. 16). And the 
new visibility o f test results, 
which make brilliantly clear 
ju s t  how  far b e h in d  o u r 
poorest students are, may be 

finally galvanizing a new un
derstanding o f just how much 

harder it  is to bring children from poor schools to 
high proficiency levels— and, therefore, how much better, 
and better supported, these schools need to be than other 
schools.

Case in point: States, under their own constitutions, are 
typically responsible for providing their children with an ad
equate education— but time and again, they’ve battled in 
courts to define “adequate education” at a low level. Now, 
public test results showing low achievem ent, especially 
among poor students, are forcing states to grapple more seri
ously with what it takes to offer a decent education. The 
National Council o f State Legislatures’ recent report on No 
Child Left Behind acknowledged that to meet the goal of 
the law— to bring poor children in particular to the required 
achievement levels— substantial new investments will be 
necessary to, among other things, build teacher capacity, in
tervene with struggling students, and increase access to early 
childhood education.

The understanding that educating our poorest, furthest 
behind students will require enormous work and resources 
has been hard to come by. But it may be spreading, largely 
thanks to the standards and accountability movement. AFT 
teachers are right: There’s lots of fixing to do to get it right, 
but standards-based education is worth the effort.

— E d it o r s
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Keeping 
Score

Why Standards and Accountability— Done Right- 
Are Good for Schools, Teachers, and Kids

By John Cole

Back in the 1980’s, when Texas education reform got 
underway, I was often asked: “W hy is the teachers 
union supporting the new school reform law?” The 

1984 law required a lot of new accountability for teachers 
and students, including district report cards that contained 
inform ation on student test scores and a high school exit 
exam. I’d be asked, “Isn’t  it a lot easier for you all when peo
ple aren’t breathing down your neck about test scores?”

A lot o f teachers were also dubious o f the law. They wor
ried that it would force them into a teaching straitjacket and 
that it might mean that a lot o f decent kids would fail classes 
and might not even get a high school diploma. But I have 
always argued that standards and accountability, combined 
with the support that teachers and kids would need to reach 
the standards, are good for public schools, teachers, and 
kids— especially poor kids.

W hy do I think this? Let me start with two anecdotes. 
First: I am an avid Dallas Cowboys fan. Back in 1993, my 
favorite running back, Em m itt Smith, was requesting some
th ing  like $13 m illion for a four-year contract w ith the 
Cowboys. I immediately wrote to the Cowboys and offered 
to serve as their running back for much less— perhaps one- 
tenth  o f  that am ount, even a hundredth o f that am ount. 
Amazingly, the Cowboys never responded to my generous 
offer. I asked myself, “W hy— why do they want to pay this 
guy $13 million when they could get me for just $100,000?” 
The answer, I think, has to do with keeping score. If you 
don’t keep score, the quality of your players really doesn’t 
matter. In Texas football, we keep score. The Cowboys keep 
score. And they care about scoring well. T hat’s obviously 
why they’re willing to pay Em m itt Smith all that money 
even though they could have me practically for free.

Here’s the second anecdote: To pay for college, I sold in-

John Cole is president o f  the Texas Federation o f  Teachers and a 
vice president o f  the AFT. Previously, he was a teacher in Cor
pus Christi, Texas, and the founding member and president o f  
the Corpus Christi Federation o f  Teachers.

surance for a while. In my office there were about four guys 
and a manager. Three of us were young kids like myself and 
one was this older gent who had been selling insurance for
ever. This guy never came to the office. He missed every staff 
meeting. His accounts often didn’t balance, which would 
have been bad news for the rest of us, but not for him. If his 
account was $10 over, he took $10 out. If it was $10 short, 
he pitched $10 in. The manager treated him  like he was 
some sort of deity. The rest o f us were treated more or less in 
accordance with our just desserts. W hy was this? Because in 
the insurance business there’s a way of keeping score. That 
manager’s salary was determined by the am ount o f insurance 
sold out of our office. T hat older gent sold more than the 
rest o f us pu t together— probably twice as much. So, the 
manager didn’t care about whether he came to staff meetings 
or even behaved rudely (which he often did). W hat the 
manager knew was that this was the guy who produced good 
paychecks. W hatever would keep that guy selling was im
portant to the manager, the rest was trivial.

I am a product o f several decades of Texas education. I ac
tually w ent through the schools here and then began 
teaching. And I can tell you, during all that time, no one 
was keeping score— or, to be more precise, no one was keep

ing score about m atters like student achievem ent. And, 
when a school system doesn’t keep score on student learning, 
there’s not a lot o f pressure for learning to improve. That 
means there’s not a lot of pressure to pay the kinds o f salaries 
that would attract qualified teachers. It means there’s not a 
lot o f pressure to make sure poor schools have books that 
aren’t torn and old as dirt. It means martinet principals can 
focus on trivial matters like locker records instead of results.

Let’s start with my initial years as a teacher in Corpus 
Christi. Schools in Corpus Christi weren’t desegregated until 
1976. So when I started teaching in the late 1960s, we had 
three sets o f schools— one for whites, one for blacks, and 
one for Hispanics. I taught in the H ispanic jun io r high 
school. We were blessed, I suppose, in that we got the text-
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books right after the white junior high school was finished 
w ith them — when we finished w ith them , we sent them  
over to the black junior high school.

The school had a lot o f dedicated teachers, but as an insti
tution, the public school system didn’t really care too much 
about what went on in the school that I taught in— or in the 
other schools that Hispanic and African-American kids at
tended. For example, there were no standards for course- 
work. We had valedictorians from some o f these schools 
who couldn’t get into college because they hadn’t taken the 
right courses. There were many places where kids took the 
same remedial math course four years in a row under a dif
ferent name. They never got to algebra, never got beyond 
arithmetic. W hen I started teaching, I was told that four 
percent o f the kids at my junior high went on to graduate 
from the Hispanic high school in Corpus Christi; the other 
96 percent dropped out along the way. As far as I could tell, 
not one person cared if I ever taught a lick.

Here’s how my school worked: One of the teachers was 
absolutely beloved by the principal. He was a coach who was 
assigned to teach English. He got every 16mm film that he 
could order and he showed one every day until the last cou
ple o f weeks o f school when the film library was closed. 
Then, to wrap up the school year, he bought a bunch o f col
oring books. The grades in his class were based primarily 
upon attendance and comportment.

But this teacher never got into trouble for his behavior. 
(In fact, later on he became an adm inistrator!) Again, I 
asked myself why? But the answer was easy. W hat, after all, 
was im portan t to this principal? C ertainly no t learning. 
Above all else, what was im portant to him was that nobody 
showed up at his office door. He didn’t want to see angry 
parents or kids complaining.

In this principal’s mind, I was a terrible teacher. I com
plained that we had no program for the kids who didn’t 
speak English. I complained that we were short of textbooks 
and that the ones I had were missing pages. I complained 
that we needed to get some eyeglasses for the kids whose 
parents were too poor to buy them. I was a source of prob
lems and disruption; I caused grief for that principal.

T he coach-turned-teacher, on the o ther hand, was a 
model that everyone was supposed to look to and admire. 
W hy was that? Well, nobody kept score o f the students’ 
learning. The school system did keep score o f some other 
things, though. If a teacher’s textbook records showed up in 
disarray, that was a problem. If  a teacher’s locker records 
were in disarray, that was big trouble. But during the entire 
time that I taught, I never once had anybody ask me about 
the students’ learning.

In the late 1980s, several years after I became president of 
the Texas Federation o f Teachers, I served for two years 
on an official state committee charged with recommend

ing what indicators of performance should be included on 
school report cards. O ur hope was that they would include 
information on test scores, dropout rates, and other factors. 
Part of my job was to hold public hearings in different parts 
o f the state. The only people who came were school board

These school board members and 
superintendents knew good and well 
where education was happening and 
where it wasn’t, but clearly they 
didn’t want the public to know. 
Pressure would build to improve 
those schools.

members and superintendents, by and large. And at each 
hearing it was the same. I could have written the script. I 
would go through my presentation and have my charts. And 
they’d have one question: “Are we going to publish this in
form ation?” Well, yes. I’d tell them  that the idea was to 
make this report card available to parents and the public. 
After a moment of general consternation, there would be an 
observation: “W ait a minute, if we do this, nobody is going 
to want his kid to go to this school over here.” And then 
somebody else would say, “O h, and what about that school 
over there? Everybody will want to be in that school.”

“W ait a m inute ,” I’d say. “Are you telling me there’s a 
school in your district right now that doesn’t teach kids, you 
know of it, and you’re not telling anybody— you’re just let
ting it sit there?” These school board members and superin
tendents knew good and well where education was happen
ing and where it wasn’t, but clearly they didn’t want the pub
lic to know. Pressure would build to improve those schools. 
They’d actually have to find resources for those schools, offer 
salaries that would attract qualified teachers, and get them 
textbooks that weren’t ripped up and old. They’d have to 
make sure kids were learning something before they were 
promoted or given a high school diploma. It was a lot easier 
for them to just pretend there was no problem. It was a con
spiracy of silence. And, there was no way to blow the whistle 
on it because there was no objective way to compare student 
achievement across schools and districts.

Standards and Accountability 
Blow the Whistle
In Texas, we started keeping score when the school reform 
law passed in 1984— long before George Bush was governor, 
I should point out. And, because we started keeping score, 
that marked the beginning o f the end o f the conspiracy of 
silence. Yearly testing in reading, w riting, and m ath in 
grades 1, 3, 5, 7, 9 and 11 began right away; and the 11th- 
grade test became a requirem ent for graduation in 1987. 
N ot surprisingly, many districts resisted the idea o f a state 
exam; they each wanted to decide on their own test, their 
own passing score. D istricts had long played a game in 
which they would give their own test, and if  scores were 
good, they’d use them to say how great their schools were;
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Now, is that all we did—put tests 
and accountability into place? 
Absolutely not. Tests don’t teach and 
tests don’t produce miracles.
We put the test in place, we put the 
standards in place, but we also put 
tons of new money in place.

they ignored the scores if they were low. We ended that 
game once there was a single state test.1

Keeping score has made a world o f difference— it has 
ended that conspiracy of silence, or at least made it a much 
harder game to play. There is absolutely no question that 
we’ve ratcheted up the quality of education in Texas dramat
ically. The test we gave 6th-graders this year was harder than 
the one we gave 1 lth-graders back in 1987. And despite dire 
predictions to the contrary, while we’ve raised the difficulty 
of our standards and curriculum pretty steadily since then, 
the drop-out rate has remained pretty constant (pretty con
stantly awful, I should say). But we have roughly the same 
percentage o f kids in school, and they’re passing tougher 
tests at higher rates. We haven’t shut down the achievement 
gap between white and other children, but it’s diminished.

Now, is that all we did— put tests and accountability into 
place? Absolutely not. Tests don’t teach and tests don’t pro
duce miracles. We put the test in place, we put the standards 
in place, but we also put tons of new money in place. The 
standards and accountability have to be there, otherwise the 
districts get money, and who knows where it goes? It often 
winds up paying for wonderful lessons on self-esteem (or 
worse), but not the things that effect academic achievement.

But you can’t expect to raise standards and get better 
teaching unless you com m it the resources to pay for the 
good salaries that will lure qualified teachers into the class
room; to pay for the professional development that teachers 
need to teach better; to get extra help to the kids who really 
need it and the schools that really need it. W hen we passed 
the 1984 reform, we added 13 percent to our state aid per 
pupil. And that wasn’t the end of it. We kept pum ping in 
new money so that between 1984 and 2000, state aid per 
pupil increased by 24 percent (in constant dollars). And we 
didn’t just add new money— we redirected the state’s re
sources so that low-wealth school districts and school dis
tricts with high concentrations of disadvantaged children re
ceived the bulk of it. It was a revolution. We also created a 
m in im um  standard  for teachers; it was suddenly m uch 
harder for administrators to hire unqualified people and call 
them teachers. Starting in 1986, all teachers had to take a 
basic reading and writing test; if they couldn’t pass it, they 
lost their teaching certificate. But we also increased salaries, 
spectacularly so in the poorest districts, so that when new

teachers were hired, we were able to attract teachers who 
met the higher standard.

In 1999 Texas enacted legislation, which the Texas Feder
ation o f Teachers initiated, that made passing the third- 
grade reading test a requirement for prom otion to fourth 
grade. The requirement kicked in as of 2003 because that’s 
when the 1999-2000 crop of kindergartners reached third 
grade. But that legislation didn’t just create a barrier to pro
m otion for those kids, it provided resources to pull together 
the key ingredients for success, including professional devel
opm ent for their teachers, diagnostic assessments, and im 
mediate interventions. Beginning in 1999 with kindergarten 
teachers, and adding a grade each year, Texas provided paid 
professional development opportunities to virtually all the 
state’s K-3 teachers. By 2001, nearly 60,000 teachers had al
ready received the training. The student failure rate on this 
third-grade reading test prior to 2003 (the year it became a 
requirem ent for prom otion) was about 20 percent. W ith 
professional development, early assessment, interventions, 
and accountability, we cut that failure down to about four 
percent in 2003.2

Tests don’t teach; accountability on its own doesn’t 
make teachers teach better. Shutting down schools 
when you have no better strategy for making them 
work the second time around does no one any good. But ac

countability makes people keep score. It helps stop the con
spiracy o f silence. And that helps get the resources flowing 
to schools— and it helps to make sure the resources are used 
well. It helps people see that giving out high school diplo
mas doesn’t mean you’ve educated the kids. And, as with 
running backs, it helps people see that just calling someone 
a teacher doesn’t make it so.

Clearly there’s still much to do to increase achievement in 
Texas. From the 1980s to today, one of the main questions 
has been how to increase the level of difficulty on the stu
dent tests and provide the support that teachers need to 
make sure that students can pass. We still do not have the 
grade level or graduation tests where we want them to be. 
Salaries are higher, but still not where they should be. And, 
after years of support, this year the Texas legislature seems 
bent on grossly underfunding education. But we’ve come a 
long way in the last 21 years, and it would not have oc
curred w ithout standards, professional development, addi
tional resources, and the accountability that comes from the test, i_

Endnotes
1 Based on my experiences in Texas, I believe that No Child Left Be

hind (the federal legislation m andating school improvement) gave 
away the farm by allowing all states to have their own standards and 
tests. W ith o u t a com m on standard and a com m on test, there’s a 
strong incentive for individual states to lower their passing bars thus 
making it look like their students are highly proficient.

2 This year we ratcheted up the standards again, so the passing rate on
the first adm inistration was 89 percent. I expect the final passing 
rate will be higher, but not as high as it has been for the past two 
years. In the past, whenever we ratcheted up standards, more money 
flowed to school districts to help them  meet those standards. But 
this year the governor and legislature have cut m oney from educa
tion. So far, they have elim inated our m aster reading and m ath 
teachers, as well as our remedial programs.
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Standards-Based 
Reform and Accountability

Getting Back on Course

By Lauren Resnick and Chris Zurawsky

T he last 15 years have w itnessed a profound  sea- 
change in American education. Labeled “standards- 
based education,” the shift has involved im portant 
changes in the basic mode o f operation o f our schools and 

has greatly affected the lives of teachers and other educators. 
It has entailed a greater emphasis on academic achievement, 
a more urgent commitment to equity in academic opportu
nity (especially for minority and other academically at-risk 
students), a shift in the locus of decision-making about what 
should be taught to students— away from individual teach
ers and local schools toward districts, states, and even na
tional standard-setting bodies— and much greater account
ability, meaning consequences for students and/or schools 
when academic goals are not met.

Taken together, these changes are creating difficult chal
lenges for front-line educators. Educators have been asked to 
teach all students to high levels (levels once reserved for the 
best prepared and most privileged students)— but because of 
the widespread lack o f adequate support and preparation, 
teachers frequently feel they are being told to do the impos
sible. States and districts are telling schools and teachers 
what they should teach and how they should teach it, at lev
els o f detail rarely experienced in the recent history of Amer-

Lauren Resnick is director o f  the Learning Research and Devel
opment Center (LRDC) a t the University o f  Pittsburgh, and  
founder and director o f  the Lnstitute for Learning, which pro
vides professional development to urban school districts. She is 
also editor o f  Research Points, a publication o f  the American 
Educational Research Association, and is co-founder and co-di- 
rector o f  the New Standards Project, which has developed edu
cational standards and assessments for states and school districts. 
Chris Zurawsky is LR D C ’s communications director and man- 
aging editor and an issue writer for  Research Points. The au
thors wish to thank the National Science Foundation for par
tial support o f  the preparation o f  this paper. The opinions ex
pressed in this paper are the authors' and do not necessarily re
flect those o f  the Foundation.

ican schooling. The push for better performance in the core 
subjects o f m ath  and reading often seems to be driving 
nearly everything else out of the curriculum. In a recent sur
vey by the Center on Education Policy, “27 percent of dis
tricts reported that time devoted to social studies had been 
reduced, almost a fourth reported that time in science, art, 
and music had been reduced, and 10 percent reported that 
time given to physical education had been reduced” (CEP, 
2005). For many people, it seems as though prepping for 
tests is taking up more and more o f the school day (Olson,
2002), and there is little time left for deep reading, extended 
essays, science experiments, or theater productions. In some 
localities, parents have protested, school boards have re
sisted, and even several state legislatures have called for roll
backs in the federal No Child Left Behind Act, which the 
legislatures believe is forcing federal control and “standard
ization” upon a land proud of local educational independence.

A t about 15 years o f age, the standards movement is 
in its adolescence, and many are already preparing to 
kick it out o f the house. Before we give up on our 

unruly teen, however, let’s take a clear look at what we have 
to be proud of, what flaws we need to address, and what 
m ight be the benefits o f pressing ahead. We have serious 
questions to ask: Where did the idea of standards as a foun
dation for an education system come from? And how did 
tests come to run the show? Is there any evidence that poor 
and minority students are benefiting from a standards-based 
system? Is overall academic performance really improving? 
Or, are we busy tearing down an education system that was 
pretty good and pretty equitable? In short, is there enough 
gain to warrant the pain?

O ur own answer is a qualified yes. We think that the ef
fort to create a standards-based system for American schools 
is just and relevant, and it is starting to work, especially for 
the poorest children in the most challenged schools. For the 
first time in our history, American schools are truly focused 
on fostering the academic achievement of all students. And
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it is happening at the same time that we are devoting un
precedented attention and care to the education of children 
who come from low-income, minority, and immigrant fami
lies. We can see this in a decade’s worth of increased budgets 
for early education, o f increased state and federal budget al
locations for K-12 education, and of what appears to be a 
growing commitment at the state and local level to support
ing program s aim ed at he lp ing  the low est perform ing  
schools and students (CEP, 2005). For example, state fund
ing for prekindergarten (for which most states limit eligibil
ity to low-income and other at-risk children) increased from 
about $267 million in 1988 to $2.54 billion (in constant 
dollars) in 2002-03 (Barnett, 2005; Barnett et al., 2004); 
federal funding  for K-12 education has increased from 
$29.6 billion to $59.7 billion in constant dollars between 
1990 and 2003, though the increases have now slowed (Son- 
nenberg, 2004); and, on average, states’ real per capita ex
penditures on elementary and secondary education increased 
by 24 percent between 1988 and 1997 (Merriman, 2000).

The full picture of student achievement growth over the 
past decade can’t yet be drawn. Much has happened that will 
never be captured in data, m uch data linger unanalyzed, 
and, not surprisingly, much data remain in dispute. Thus, 
the debates about how the positive and the negative effects 
o f standards-based reform balance out will continue. But for 
us, the weight o f the evidence indicates that student achieve
ment, especially among the most disadvantaged students in 
the poorest districts, is increasing— and is doing so thanks in 
large part to the reforms and resources generated by the 
standards-based education and accountability movement.

As part o f our work at the University of Pittsburgh’s Insti
tute for Learning, we regularly examine student achievement 
data from our partner school districts. In these districts, 
where standards are being translated into systematic pro
grams of instruction and are increasingly backed by profes
sional development, the effects are now clearly visible in ele
mentary school reading and mathematics performance. To 
take three examples: Since 1999, the Saint Paul Public 
Schools have made significant progress in raising academic 
achievement in reading and math, especially among minori
ties. Between 1999 and 2004, the percentage of 5th-grade 
students who scored proficient or above in reading on the 
M innesota Comprehensive Assessments went from 31 per
cent to 54 percent for American Indian students, 29 percent 
to 49 percent for Hispanics, and 26 percent to 46 percent 
for African Americans. In Austin, Texas, every student group 
showed significant gains in passing the state reading assess
ments for 3rd and 5th grades between 2003 and 2005. The 
passing rate for African-American 3rd-graders, for example, 
grew from 64 percent to 78 percent; and for 5th-graders, it 
grew from 49 percent to 60 percent. There was slightly 
smaller but still significant improvement for Hispanic and 
economically disadvantaged students. Providence, R.I., is 
also showing gains in student achievement. In 2002, only a 
handful o f schools met NCLB’s target, but in 2004, almost 
all schools met the target for all ethnic groups.

These results don’t appear to be isolated. According to the 
Council o f Great City Schools (CGCS, 2005), “55.3 per

cent of 4th-grade students in the Great City Schools scored 
at or above proficiency levels in m ath in 2004, compared 
with 50.8 percent in 2003 and 44.1 percent in 2002.” Re
sults in reading are similar, with proficiency rising from 43.1 
percent of 4th-grade students in 2002 to 51.0 percent in 
2004. Perhaps the most encouraging data come from the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, which showed 
large gains in math and smaller but promising gains in read
ing during the 1990s (Jennings and Hamilton, 2004).

We need to celebrate all of these gains. But to say 
this is not to say all is well. The achievement 
goals of this education reform movement are am
bitious and the large-scale efforts to reach them are recent 

and previously untried. As a result, the on-the-ground path 
to improvement is largely new and uncharted and filled with 
all the extra work and frustration of trial and error— false 
starts, wrong paths taken, constant rethinking. Further, the 
gains to date appear mainly to have elicited a rise in the 
achievement floor.

If we are to expand on these gains, we must figure out 
how to amend and facilitate and thereby strengthen our na
tional experiment in school reform. To do so, we must first 
go back in time and consider the conditions that launched 
this movement and gave rise to the high hopes for stan- 
dards-based education reform.

I. The World that Launched 
Standards-Based Reform
Put yourself back in the Zeitgeist o f roughly 1980 to the 
mid-1990s. O ur nation’s schools had been expanding access 
in previously unimaginable ways. W ith Brown v. Board o f  
Education, the Supreme C ourt ended de jure  segregation, 
thereby requiring the previously all-white school system to 
address the needs of black students, a challenge it was still 
w orking to m eet 30 years later. T he E ducation for All 
Handicapped Children Act (now known as IDEA), passed 
in 1975, guaranteed a free and appropriate education to 
children with disabilities— from the learning disabled, to the 
blind, the emotionally disturbed, and the mentally retarded. 
At the same time, new waves o f immigration, mainly from 
poor countries in Latin American and Asia, had increased 
the number o f students who spoke English with difficulty 
from 2.2 million in 1979 to 4.2 million in 1995 (Mand- 
lawitz, 2005). By the end o f the 1980s, America’s public 
schools were serving all of these children, children who ear
lier in our history were segregated, isolated at home, or sent 
into the workforce at an early age. W ith all of this, the per
centage of high school graduates (as a ratio of the 17-year- 
old population) increased from 51 percent in 1940 to 74 
percent in 1990 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).

America could be proud that so many young people had 
access to an education. But what was the quality of the edu
cation they had access to? A crisis was first signaled publicly

Since researchers have yet to agree on the proper way to calculate 
graduation rates (e.g., w hether or no t to  include people who have 
earned a GED), readers have probably seen higher and lower gradua
tion rates than these from NCES.
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The on-the-ground path 
to improvement is largely 
new and uncharted and 
filled with all 
the extra work 
and frustration 
of trial and
error.

in the U.S. Department of Education’s seminal 1983 report, 
A  Nation A t Risk (National Commission on Excellence in 
Education, 1983). Using data from international compar
isons of educational achievement and research on course- 
taking in American high schools, it concluded that the U.S. 
was at risk of losing its lead in mathematics, science, and 
technology. Among its findings:

■ O nly 31 percent o f recent high school graduates com
pleted intermediate algebra; only 16 percent geography; and, 
partly because it wasn’t even offered in 40 percent of schools, 
only 6 percent completed calculus.

■ For students in the general track, 25 percent o f their cred
its were earned outside regular academic courses, including 
in physical and health education, but also in remedial En
glish and m ath and “personal service and developm ent 
courses, such as training for adulthood and marriage.’’

■ International comparisons of student achievement, com
pleted a decade earlier, showed that “on 19 academic tests, 
American students were never first or second and, in com
parison with other industrialized nations, were last seven 
times.”

■ High school graduates weren’t cutting it in college. Reme
dial mathematics courses in public 4-year colleges increased 
by 72 percent between 1975 and 1980; by the early 1980s 
they made up 25 percent of all mathematics courses taught 
in those institutions.

These findings were bolstered by widely-read books on 
America’s high schools. In Horaces Compromise, Theodore 
Sizer (1984) wrote that high school students and their teach
ers typically had a “bargain” in which the teachers wouldn’t 
dem and m uch effort and  in  re tu rn  the kids w ould be 
“friendly and orderly.” (A similar report came from Ernest

Boyer’s [1983] Carnegie Foundation study of high schools.) 
And, The Shopping M all High School: Winners and Losers in 
the Educational Marketplace (Powell, et al., 1985) decried the 
“smorgasbord” curriculum, in which students could load up 
with remedial classes and courses with such easy-to-mock 
names as “Applied Communication,” “Business Arithmetic,” 
and “Foods” and never take a difficult math course or write 
a research paper— and still graduate w ith a high school 
diploma.

T hroughout the 1980s, the call for higher achievement 
grew beyond the federal government and academia, spurred 
by the changing economy. In the early 1980s, the country 
was struggling against a recession and unemployment that 
w ent as high as 9.7 percent (Bureau o f  Labor Statistics, 
2004). Powerhouse companies in Japan and Europe were 
com peting successfully w ith American companies and, it 
seemed, jeopardizing our premier role in the world econ
omy. Traditional well-paying jobs were disappearing and 
many people came to believe that a high-wage economy re
quired a focus on “working smart”— that is, shifting away 
from jobs in which a strong back and willingness to work 
were all that was needed to make a good start in America. 
N ot surprisingly, the weight of the business community got 
behind major education reform.

Along with the push for global competitiveness, increas
ing attention was being paid to educational equity. The huge 
achievement gap between black and white was becoming in
creasingly obvious. As one example, in October 1977, when 
Florida sophomores faced a functional literacy test that was 
a new requirement for a diploma, 78 percent o f black stu
den ts— b u t only 25 p ercen t o f  w hite  s tu d en ts— failed 
(Debra P. et al., 1979). And Florida was not alone. Accord
ing to the N ational Assessment for Educational Progress 
(NAEP), throughout the 1980s, black 12th-grade students’ 
scores in reading and math were about equal to those of 
white 8th-graders— and Hispanic students were not faring 
much better (NCES, 2000).

The growing perception among employers and higher ed
ucation professors that the high school diploma had lost its 
luster; the nervousness about what all this would mean to 
our ability to compete in the increasingly global economy; 
the dramatic achievement gaps— all o f these contributed to 
the growing belief among governors, policymakers, business 
leaders, and Americans generally that something had to be 
done to dramatically lift the quality of American education. 
By the end of the 1980s, many researchers and policymakers 
were beginning to converge on a solution.

The Promise o f  Standards-Based Reform
In the 1980s and early 1990s, while dissatisfaction was con
tinuing to build, some policymakers and researchers looked 
overseas at the education systems that had performed well 
on a variety o f in ternational assessments (Resnick and 
Resnick, 1985). V irtually all had education systems that 
were anchored by a national or nationally coordinated cur
riculum , which outlined in some detail the content and 
skills that students were expected to learn. Typically, stu
dents across these countries studied a common curriculum 
through at least 4th grade (Germany) and often through 8th
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An American Revolution: A Common Curriculum
Under Albert Shanker, president o f  the 
American Federation o f  Teachers from  
1974 to 1997, A F T  was one o f  the ear
liest advocates for high-quality, rigorous 
academic standards. In his weekly New 
York Times column, Shanker often ex
plained the benefits o f  getting the stan
dards and accountability movement 
right. This excerpt from his February 
24, 1991, column highlights the bene
fits o f  a common curriculum.

— E d i t o r s

By Albert Shanker

In most countries with a common 
curriculum, linkage of curriculum, 

assessment, and teacher education is 
tight. Once you have a curriculum on 
which everyone agrees, you have an 
answer to the question of how to train 
teachers. They have to be able to 
teach the common curriculum. And 
you have an answer to the question 
about the level o f understanding and 
skill student assessments should call 
for because you can base assessments 
on the common curriculum.

In the U.S., we have no such agree
ment about curriculum— and there is 
little connection between what stu
dents are supposed to learn, the knowl
edge on which they are assessed, and 
what we expect our teachers to know.

Each of our 15,000 school districts and 
50 states has some rights in establish
ing curriculum. (And this is a nation 
where people move more often than in 
any other country in the world.)

In most countries with a national 
curriculum, tests usually consist of 
writing essays or solving problems 
based on what the students are sup
posed to know. And when youngsters, 
with the help of their teachers, pre
pare for these tests by answering ques
tions that were on previous tests, it’s a 
worthwhile educational experience. 
Writing an essay on the causes of 
World War I or presenting the argu
ments for and against imperialism is a 
good exercise in learning substance 
and in learning how to organize your 
thoughts. And the quality of the essay 
really shows how well the student has 
mastered the material.

In the U.S., we use multiple-choice 
tests to test little bits of knowledge that 
are not direcdy related to the curricu
lum. (In fact, because curricula vary by 
state or even school district, companies 
that design standardized, multiple- 
choice tests pride themselves on di
vorcing their tests from curriculum.) 
Since the tests are supposed to be a sur
prise, going over questions from previ
ous tests is almost like cheating. It’s 
also a waste of time. Whatever little

bits of infor
mation the 
kids do learn 
have no con
text, so they’ll 
be forgotten 
in a hurry.
And a person 
looking at the 
test results 
will have no 
idea what
they represent in terms of what the stu
dents know or can do.

Another disadvantage of not having 
a common curriculum is that we don’t 
have any agreement on what teachers 
need to know. Colleges and universi
ties can’t train teachers on the basis of 
the curriculum they are going to 
teach, or assess them on how well 
they know it, because their students 
will end up teaching in many differ
ent school districts and many differ
ent states. W hat these students get in
stead are abstract courses that most 
teachers say were not even helpful in 
teaching them how to teach.

An archive o f  Albert Shanker’s weekly 
column in the New York Times is 
available at http://nysut. org/shattker/.

or 9th grade (France), with students then streaming into 
separate educational tracks.

The existence of the national curriculum allowed for the 
creation o f an entire education system geared to helping 
teachers teach the curriculum well. Teacher preparation and 
ongoing professional development were powerful because 
they were tightly focused on helping teachers understand the 
material they needed to teach and how to teach it. In most 
o f these countries, examinations given toward the end o f sec
ondary schooling were based directly on the national cur
riculum or publicly distributed syllabi. Publishing compa
nies p lanned  the ir textbooks and su pporting  m aterials 
around the specific syllabi and curricula. Finally, the curricu
lum and syllabi themselves were typically easily available to 
the public; it was even for sale at regular bookstores. As a re
sult, students, parents, and teachers all knew w hat kids 
should be learning; the possibility that expectations for poor 
and affluent students, especially in the lower grades, would

be quite different was greatly diminished (see box, p. 13).

II. An American Educational System 
Based on Standards
Americans liked the coherence, alignment, and achievement 
results o f  these systems, bu t their centralization grated 
against the American tradition o f local control o f schools. 
The search was on to find a uniquely American way to cap
ture the benefits o f an aligned education system, w ithout 
losing local control. A great national discussion ensued. 
Among the strong public voices advocating an education 
system driven by clear, high, transparent academic standards 
was A FT’s president, Albert Shanker, who wrote on the issue 
many times in his weekly New York Times column (see box 
above). An influential paper by Marshall Smith and Jennifer 
O ’Day (which began circulating long before it wais pub
lished in 1991) described a potential American version of 
such a steering system.
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In 1989, the discussion moved to the top of the American 
agenda, when the National Governors Association (NGA) 
hosted the President’s Education Summit with Governors. 
The groundbreaking meeting endorsed the idea of national 
educational goals and a process for pursuing them  that 
didn’t undermine local control. From there the discussion 
moved to the newly established, bipartisan National Educa
tio n  G oals Panel (whose R esource G roup  on S tuden t 
Achievement was chaired by Lauren Resnick, this article’s 
lead author), and then to the congressionally authorized Na
tional Council on Education Standards and Testing, which 
included elected leaders from both parties and private indi
viduals from the worlds o f  education (including Lauren 
Resnick), business, and other fields. Following much debate, 
discussion, and compromise, a rough consensus emerged, as 
cap tu red  in the docum ents p roduced  by these various 
groups, on the m ain elem ents o f  w hat has come to be

know n as standards-based education. T h e  basic tenets, 
which were further developed and honed in states and in 
federal legislation, included the following:

1. Use a public process— involving educators, parents, com
m unity  members, and potential employers— to establish 
common and transparent expectations, known formally as 
standards, for what students should know and be able to do 
upon graduation and at certain key earlier grade levels.

2. Develop assessments geared to standards that students 
could prepare for and that could provide clear targets for 
teachers’ instructional work with students.

3. To preserve local control, encourage districts and schools 
to enact instructional programs explicitly geared to the stan
dards and to organize continuing professional development 
around those programs. Pre-service teacher training, too, 
was to be organized around the standards.

Lack of Equity, Quality Push Standards Forward in ’90s
In 1994, the U.S. Departm ent of 

Education, under President Clin
ton, released a startling report that 
documented how much less learning 
was expected of children in poor 
schools than in other schools (OERI, 
1994). Researchers examined the

math and English grades received by a 
sampling of students from poor and 
affluent schools and compared these 
grades with the students’ actual math 
achievement using test scores from 
the 1988 National Education Longi
tudinal Study (NELS:88). They

found that, on average, 
students with the same 
knowledge of math 
earned a “D ” if they at
tended a low-poverty 
school— but earned an 
“A” if they attended a 
high-poverty school. (Re
sults were similar for En
glish.) In short, students 
in high-poverty schools 
were held to lower stan
dards than were their 
middle-class counterparts.

Then in 1995 came 
TIMSS, the Third Inter
national M ath and Sci
ence Study, which com
pared student achieve
ment in 41 countries 
(Beaton et al., 1996). On 
the 8th-grade math as
sessment, 25 countries 
met the study’s method
ological requirements.
O f these 25, U.S. 
achievement was sur
passed by 14 countries, 
including all the Asian

and about half the European coun
tries. News stories were quick to point 
out that the countries we “beat” were 
the vastly poorer Lithuania, Cyprus, 
Portugal, and Iran.

Concerns about the lack of equity 
and quality among America’s schools 
weighed heavily on the minds of gov
ernors, especially in the poorer South. 
Standards-based reform received an 
additional boost from RAND re
searchers David Grissmer and Ann 
Flanagan’s reports (1998, 2000) show
ing that the two states with an early 
commitment to standards and ac
countability— Texas and N orth Car
olina— were posting the greatest gains 
on NAEP. Grissmer and Flanagan re
viewed NAEP data from 1992-1996 
and found that, when controlling for 
demographic factors, North Carolina 
and Texas had “greater combined stu
dent achievement gains in math and 
reading than any other states.” 
According to the researchers, in 
addition to having in place such 
prerequisites as pre-K and smaller 
classes for low-income students, “the 
most plausible explanation [is] found 
in the policy environment ... the keys 
... include[d]: creating an aligned 
system of standards, curriculum, and 
assessments; [and] holding schools 
accountable for improvement by all 
students.”

— E d i t o r s

One School's "A" Is 
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Students with comparable knowledge (according to the 
N ELS :88 math test) received "A's" if they attended poor 
schools (where 76  to 1 00  percent of students receive free 
or reduced-price lunch), but received "D's" if they attended 
affluent schools (where 0  to 10 percent of students 
received free or reduced-price lunch).

SPRING 2005 AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS 13



4. Create accountability systems that are based on whether 
students are meeting the publicly set and assessed standards.

The idea was that a standards-based system could combine 
the positive aspects o f centralized curricula with the individu
ality and energy of the American local control system. The 
standards and assessments would be set by public entities 
such as states, but the details o f curriculum, teaching, and 
professional developm ent w ould be left to d istricts and 
schools. The accountability systems, rather than detailed reg
ulations, would structure the priorities o f schools and dis
tricts and press them to make the changes necessary to de
liver effective teaching to all o f their students.

It was an imaginative effort to harness the power of align
ment w ithout diminishing local control. It’s also now clear 
that the task left to schools and districts— to create their own 
curriculum and instructional programs and  figure out how to 
reinvent themselves to effectively deliver those programs and  
do it quickly— was enormous. The capacity of the schools to 
dramatically improve education was quickly outpaced by the 
m uch faster m oving developm ent o f assessments and ac
countability systems. And this created the difficulties men
tioned earlier: the inadequate support for teachers to meet 
ambitious new educational goals, the excessive focus on test 
preparation— in fact, in many places, the virtual hijacking of 
standards and education by narrow tests.

How did we get here— and how can we get back to the 
original in ten t o f the standards-based system? To answer 
these questions, we’ll look first at the development of stan
dards; second, at the difficulties that have been confronted in 
bringing standards-based assessments to life; third, at the 
ways in w hich curriculum  and professional developm ent 
have (or haven’t) been built around these standards; and 
fourth, where the rubber really hits the road, the accountabil
ity rules brought to us by the No Child Left Behind Act, 
signed into law in 2002.

Standards
We begin with the academic standards. W ho would write 
them? How detailed would they be? The years following the 
National Governors Associations’ (NGA) 1989 Summit were 
a time of ferment as states, associations o f states, the federal 
government, professional societies, non-profits, school dis
tricts, and individual schools all set about writing standards. 
For a time, it looked as though the lead role might go to na
tional professional associations, such as the National Council 
of Teachers o f M athematics (N C TM ), which in 1989 had 
written the first set o f home-grown national standards. But 
there were also large states that developed their own stan
dards or “curriculum frameworks”; one o f the first in this 
early generation o f  standards docum ents was California, 
which launched a set o f curriculum frameworks starting in
1987. And, there were efforts, such as that o f the New Stan
dards Project (which Lauren Resnick co-directed with Marc 
Tucker) to bring together consortia of states to prepare stan
dards and related assessments (Viadero, 1994).

T he first clear inkling that states would end up as the 
main makers and adopters o f standards came in 1994. In that 
year, President Clinton signed the newly revised Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), renamed the Improv
ing A m erica’s Schools Act, w hich required  states to set 
statewide academic standards for its Title I students that were 
the same as the standards that existed for other students. This, o f 
course, required any state that had not yet adopted standards 
to do so. The trend toward state standard-setting was locked 
in when No Child Left Behind (NCLB) became law in 2002. 
NCLB was yet another revision o f ESEA, this one backed by 
President George W. Bush, w ith bipartisan congressional 
support.

Though the debate over who should set standards had 
subsided, there remained a question o f just what standards 
should look like. How general? How specific? Should there 
be separate standards for every grade or should standards be 
specified just for broad “grade spans,” such as 1-4 or 5-8?

___________ STRONG STANDARDS___________ vs.__________ WEAK STANDARDS______________
_____ ____________________________________________ SCIENCE_______________________________________________ __

Describe how groups of elements can be classified based on Describe the historical and cultural conditions at the time of
similar properties, including highly reactive metals, less an invention or discovery, and analyze the societal impacts of
reactive metals, highly reactive nonmetals, less reactive that invention. (Grades 5-8) 
nonmetals, and some almost completely nonreactive gases.
(Grade 8)

SOCIAL STUDIES

Describe major rights, such as freedom of speech and freedom Students will trace patterns of change and continuity in the
of religion, that people have under Indiana’s Bill of Rights history of their community, state, and nation and in the lives
(Article I of the Constitution). (Grade 4) of people of various cultures from various periods. (Grade 4)

Above are examples o f “weak" and “strong” standards, as evaluated by A F T  Educational Issues staff. The A F T ’s annual evaluation o f state 
standards was published as Making Standards Matter, from 1995 to 2001. Since the late nineties, the A F T ’s reviews have been 
published annually by Education Week For more information, including A F T ’s current state-by-state analysis o f standards, see 
www.afi.org/topics/slfr/. __EDITORS
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With the addition of 
accountability— and without 
a curriculum that defines broader 
educational goals— narrow tests 
may not serve simply as a 
floor, but can become the de facto 
curriculum. In short, the tests can 
hijack the rest.

States that chose to set periodic rather than grade-by-grade 
standards did so for what seemed to be a good reason— a 
widely held view among policymakers and others that we did 
not want people from outside the local school district to con
trol every step o f the curriculum . The same thinking led 
some states, whether their standards were grade-by-grade or 
periodic, to develop very general standards, instead of more 
detailed ones that approached the specificity of a curriculum 
(although there were also several states whose standards were 
so specific and lengthy that they were impossible to actually 
teach). But this view, that standards should be vague and/or 
periodic, ran into trouble, as we will see, as assessment and 
accountability developed.

W hile standards have gone through more than one round 
o f revision in most states, they continue to vary widely in 
style and quality. Recent analyses o f the overall quality of 
standards show a mixed picture and sometimes fail to agree 
on which states have good or bad standards (Stotsky and 
Finn, 2005; Klein et al., 2005; Education Week, 2004). (For 
examples, see box, p. 14.)

Clearly, the low-quality of some states’ standards is a major 
barrier to realizing the potential benefits of standards-based 
education. Good standards are the foundation for the other 
elements of standards-based reform: a rich curriculum that 
builds important knowledge and skills in a logical sequence, 
professional development that focuses on teaching the cur
riculum, and assessments that measure whether students are 
reaching the standards.

Assessments Aligned to Standards
Standard-setting was the crucial first step in building a stan
dards-based education system. Next, in terms o f attention 
and importance, was a new function for testing and assess
ment. Standards-based assessments were meant not just to 
judge performance by students and teachers (an accountabil
ity function, which we will discuss later), but also to serve as 
guideposts for teaching and learning. The idea was to create 
assessments that students could prepare for and that teachers 
could legitimately prepare students to do well on.

The idea of assessments designed to be taught to and stud
ied for was new to most Americans (though in New York 
State, the Regents exams were o f this type). But it was an 
idea familiar in most other developed countries that had for 
decades been using public examinations both as a basis for 
granting secondary school certificates and for university en
trance (Resnick and Resnick, 1990). In examination-based 
education systems, it is normal and appropriate that curricu
lum and teaching are related to exams and aimed at helping 
students do well on them . In m ost European and Asian 
countries, for example, secondary school students take sub- 
ject-matter examinations that are directly linked to a publicly 
specified curriculum. In some countries the exams are graded 
centrally by teams of teachers; in others, teachers grade the 
exams in their own schools and a sample o f papers are graded 
centrally in order to “calibrate” local scores (so that grades 
coming from different schools, or even different cities, are 
comparable and students everywhere benefit from common 
expectations).

A crucial feature of these examinations is that students are 
rarely surprised by them. Both teachers and students know 
what to expect, indeed teachers draw on past exams as in
structional guides. N ot everyone likes all of the questions and 
study tasks, but teachers and students view the system as fair. 
W hat is more, external exams of this sort have the effect of 
turning students and teachers into a “team,” jointly working 
towards exam preparation. Similar teaching is seen in the 
U.S., when teachers prepare students for such externally de
veloped exams as the Advanced Placement, International 
Baccalaureate, or some statewide exams, rather than their 
own end-of-course tests (Resnick and Resnick, 1992).

Examinations o f this sort can take multiple forms. They 
can be “on demand” assessments in which students respond 
to set questions, including multiple choice questions, short 
constructed responses, extended essays, “performance assess
ments,” or extended pieces of student work produced over a 
longer period of time (“portfolio assessments”). An ordinary- 
looking test or an open-ended performance task becomes an 
examination when it is explicitly aligned to the curriculum or 
standards that students are meant to learn. Teaching toward 
well-constructed examinations is good professional practice.

Unfortunately, the tests that most states adopted to judge 
student progress toward state standards were not of this sort. 
Some states used the same tests (sometimes in adapted forms) 
that for years they had been purchasing from American test
ing companies, and these were not designed as exams. They 
were not systematically aligned to a specific curriculum or to 
standards that established what students should learn. In 
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stead, they were designed to compare students w ith each 
o ther— spreading them  out on a “bell curve.” The most 
common way o f describing how much students knew, based 
on these tests, was to declare their “percentile” scores. Typi
cally, being “at grade level” simply meant that you were at 
the 50th percentile— h alf o f the norm ing sample scored 
higher than you, half lower. To make the tests work this way, 
test developers collected large pools o f  items th a t were 
thought to sample the average curriculum in use in Ameri
can schools, tried them out on large populations o f students, 
and then performed sophisticated statistical analyses to pick 
out the items that best “discriminated” among students—  
that is, spread them out on a normal curve. This was a far 
cry from constructing a standards-referenced or curriculum- 
referenced exam, in which one started with what one ex
pected students to learn and developed test questions (or 
performance tasks) explicitly to match the standards or cur
riculum.

M any teachers have objected to being pressured to teach 
to norm-referenced tests, and indeed teaching to these tests 
is a bad idea. They were not designed to be taught to. Be
cause they were meant to be used by many different school 
systems using m any d ifferen t curricu la , they were no t 
aligned systematically to anyone’s standards or teaching pro
grams. In addition, because these tests depended on spread
ing students out on a curve, test items were retained or 
omitted in a test based on how they discriminated among 
students, not on how well they represented the standards to 
be taught. For all these reasons, it was impossible to tell 
from typical norm-referenced tests whether students were 
actually learning to expected standards.

U nfortunately , the problem  o f weak tests, no t fully 
aligned to standards, is not limited to recycled versions o f 
“off-the-shelf” tests. Even states that have constructed their 
own tests, based on their own standards, have largely relied 
on traditional test items and low-cost methods o f scoring.

Standards-Based Reform Brings New Attention to Key 
Elements Necessary for Improving Student Achievement
Standards-based reform and ac

countability have helped bring 
focus and attention to key elements 
necessary for improved student 
achievement, especially among poor 
and minority students in schools with 
the lowest levels of student achievement.
■ Investment in early childhood  
education is up: Poor children come 
to school already far behind their 
middle-class peers (NCES, 2001). 
Policymakers who want to raise stan
dards and require students to pass 
tests for promotion or graduation 
have realized that they will have to in
vest more heavily in quality early 
childhood experiences. State expendi
tures on early childhood education 
have increased from $267 million in 
1988 to $2.54 billion (in constant 
dollars) in 2002-2003 (Barnett, 2005; 
Barnett et al., 2004). Unfortunately, 
as states face financial problems, they 
often cut these very programs.

■ Investment in early reading is up:
Likewise, there’s a growing under
standing that students will not meet 
increased high school graduation stan
dards unless they’ve received excellent 
early reading instruction. In the last 
two decades, enormous advances have 
been made in defining effective read

ing instruction. First under President 
Clinton, with the Reading Education 
Act, and now under President Bush, 
with $1 billion in 2005 for the Read
ing First Act, the federal government 
is bringing the new knowledge to the 
nation’s teachers. M any states (Texas, 
Maryland, California, Ohio, and Florida 
among them) have beefed-up their 
own investments in reading as well.

■ Lawsuits requiring adequate 
funding are increasingly successful: 
For the 15 years from 1973 until
1988, only seven of 22 such lawsuits 
were victorious— but since 1989, 19 
out o f 29 have been successful (Vock,
2004). According to Michael Rebell
(2004), executive director o f the Cam
paign for Fiscal Equity, “It is not a co
incidence that the implementation of 
standards-based reforms and the accel
erating plaintiff successes in the edu
cation adequacy litigations have oc
curred almost simultaneously since 
1989.... [T]he new state standards for 
defining and assessing educational 
achievement have provided courts 
with judicially manageable criteria for 
implementing workable remedies in 
cases where the courts have invalidated 
state education finance systems.”

■ Public confidence in schools is

rebounding: In the eighties, confi
dence in public schools was low, ac
cording to the annual surveys pub
lished in Phi Delta Kappan magazine. 
In 1983, 31 percent o f survey respon
dents gave their local public schools 
an “A” or “B” (White, 1983); in 
1998, it was up to 62 percent (Rose 
and Gallup, 1998); and in 2002, it 
was up to 71 percent (Rose and 
Gallup, 2002). According to Public 
Agenda, which has tracked public 
views o f education for over a decade, 
“surveys suggest that attitudes about 
local public schools have actually im
proved from 1998-2002— at least in 
the academic arena. Both professors 
and employers are less likely to say 
that local schools ask too little of stu
dents” (Johnson et al., 2003).
■ Teacher frustration with lax 
academic standards has greatly de
creased: Polls of AFT teachers con
ducted by Peter D. Hart Research As
sociates in the early nineties showed 
significant dissatisfaction with low 
standards, including, for example, 46 
percent o f teachers saying that in 
1994, they felt pressure to “pass stu
dents on to the next grade who really 
are not ready”; in the same poll, 
nearly one-third (30 percent) felt pres-
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But in a standards-based education system, everything de
pends on how well assessments actually represent the full 
range of standards, in both topical content and cognitive de
mand— and thus on what kinds o f teaching and learning be
havior they evoke. Unfortunately, most state tests are not 
well aligned to state standards. In some extreme cases, align
ment between state standards and tests is so weak that the 
standards from one state more closely match the tests used 
in another state (Porter, 2002). Most state tests do not do a 
good job of assessing the full range of standards and objec
tives that the states have laid out for their students. In fact, 
research has found that what “is included and excluded is 
systematic: the most challenging objectives are the ones that 
are under-sampled or omitted entirely... [and those] that call 
for high-level reasoning are often omitted in favor of much 
simpler cognitive processes” (Olson, 2003). As a result, al
though most state standards explicitly call for conceptual 
understanding and problem-solving, their tests often fail to

assess these standards. W hen teachers match their teaching 
to what they expect to appear on state tests o f this sort, stu
dents are likely to experience far more facts and routines 
than conceptual understanding and problem-solving in their 
curriculum.

O ne could argue that with these tests we could at least 
measure w hether students were acquiring the basics and 
that, for some students, a concerted effort to assure that they 
acquire the basics represents an improvement. But, as we 
will see, with the addition of accountability— and w ithout a 
curriculum that defines broader educational goals— narrow 
tests may not serve simply as a floor, but can become the 
de facto curriculum. In short, the tests can hijack the rest.

Curriculum and Professional Development 
Aligned to Standards
A strict test-based accountability system invites this kind of 
test-m atching behavior. In theory, it is the standards that

sure to “give higher grades than stu
dents’ work deserves” and to “reduce 
the difficulty and am ount of work you 
assign.” But that’s changing. Between 
1994 and 2002, H art’s polls found 
that the percentage of AFT teachers 
who believed that academic standards 
were too low dropped dramatically—  
from 51 percent to just 23 percent. (At 
the same time, there is increasing dis
satisfaction with aspects o f reform, in
cluding the number o f tests given and 
the time devoted to test preparation.)

■ More struggling students are re
ceiving special interventions: Where 
states and cities have established clear 
proficiency standards for promotion to 
the next grade and for graduation, 
there has often been a flow of resources 
and attention to providing interven
tions for struggling students. In 
Chicago, for example, when social pro
motion was ended, the school district 
created after-school and summer pro
grams (with small classes of about 16 
and a specially developed curriculum) 
for the thousands of students who were 
in danger of being retained (Roderick 
et al., 2003). In Charlotte-Mecklen- 
burg, low-achieving students may be 
assigned to smaller classes, special tu
toring, double doses of reading or 
math, or afterschool or summer pro
grams (Snipes et al., 2002).

Similar efforts are in place in states 
such as Virginia and Massachusetts, 
where students must pass exams to

graduate from high school. In Mas
sachusetts, for example, in 2001, just 
68 percent o f all students— and only 
37 percent o f black students— passed 
(on their first try, as sophomores) 
newly required high school exit tests in 
math and English. The state, school 
districts, and non-profit groups have 
worked to provide failing students 
with intensive assistance to master the 
content included in these tests. By the 
time these students were seniors (in
2003), 95 percent, including 88 per
cent o f blacks, passed both tests 
(Achieve, 2004). But the state re
sources for these special assistance pro
grams have recently declined, leading 
advocacy groups to argue for more re
sources for pre-K, afterschool, and 
other programs. Further, according to 
A FT’s M aking Standards Matter report 
(2001), half o f states either didn’t re
quire or didn’t fund interventions for 
failing students.

The Center on Education Policy
(2005) found that among school dis
tricts with schools that failed to make 
AYP, 99 percent (according to district 
self-reports) were providing “extra or 
more intensive instruction to low- 
achieving students”; 84 percent were 
providing “before- or after-school, 
weekend, or summer programs”; and 
48 percent were hiring “additional 
teachers to reduce class size.”

Across the country, the students get
ting these extra services are the very

students who, absent these account
ability requirements, were neglected in 
the past. However, according to CEP, 
just 20 percent o f districts with the 
neediest students say they have ade
quate money to assist schools identi
fied for improvement under AYP.

■ Knowledge about improving 
achievement in low-performing 
schools is growing: The standards 
movement’s clear focus on achieve
ment is pushing new investments in 
researching the effectiveness o f specific 
curricula and is also spawning a great 
deal o f new knowledge about how to 
help specific schools improve them 
selves. Examples include the press for 
schools to use research-based methods 
(exemplified by the U.S. Departm ent 
o f Education’s recently established In
stitute of Education Sciences), some 
states’ formation of school assistance 
teams (like the ones that N orth Car
olina created in 1997-98), the research 
community’s drive to develop replica
ble models for comprehensive school 
reform (see, for example, the Catalog 
o f  School Reform Models at 
www.nwrel.org/ scpd/catalog/ 
index.shtml), and some think tanks 
and associations’ attempts to distribute 
reliable information on school im
provement research (such as the 
RAND Corporation’s Promising 
Practices Network, online at 
www.promisingpractices.net).

— E d i t o r s
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teachers should be aiming for, but it is the far narrower tests 
that carry the consequences. Many principals distribute prac
tice material designed to prepare students for the tests; and 
commercial test prep materials, billed as diagnostic and use- 
able as a basis for differentiating instruction, can be bought 
easily from various publishers.

That kind o f test-driven teaching was not the goal of the 
standards movement. According to the vision put forward by 
the Goals Panel and the N ational Council on Education 
Standards and Testing, school districts would develop rich in
structional programs with strong content and good pedagogy 
that would be explicitly aligned w ith state standards (not 
tests). The system would be a coherent whole, its practical 
functioning boosted by ongoing professional development. 
Tests w ould  be p a rt o f  th a t w hole, bu t they  w ould  be 
grounded in the standards. And the specifics o f how students 
would be taught the standards would be left to local deci- 
sion-makers.

This element o f local decision-making was the major fac
tor that made an American standards-based system different 
from the national curricula used by other countries. But is it 
working? The goal, remember, was to produce the benefits o f 
Europe’s and Asia’s nationalized curricula— a common, trans
parent curriculum for all kids; a basis for powerful, focused 
pre-service and professional development; quality textbooks 
and curriculum  materials; and an assessment system that 
would enable teachers, parents, students, and the country to 
measure students’ progress toward m astering the curricu
lum— without actually producing a national curriculum.

To realize these benefits, someone has to create a curricu
lum or standards specific enough to carry the load that is car
ried by other countries’ national curricula. It could be the 
state, the district, or an independent group. But w ithout a 
common curriculum to serve as the anchor, standards-based 
reform cannot produce the aligned system of professional de
velopm ent, tex tbook and curriculum  m aterials th a t was 
promised.

The bad news is that, as Achieve noted in a 2002 report, 
most states have not provided teachers or others with clear 
curricular guidance. According to an earlier 2001 report by 
the Am erican Federation of Teachers, M aking  Standards 
Matter, only nine states had in place even half o f what was 
necessary to provide teachers adequate curriculum guidance.

At the district level, the news has not, until very recently, 
been inspiring either. O ur Institute for Learning works with 
some o f the urban school districts that are trying the hardest 
to raise their students’ achievement. O ur work often begins 
with a “stock-taking” that includes examinations of test data 
coupled with classroom visits and discussions with teachers 
aimed at understanding the ongoing teaching program. We 
ask, “W hat is your curriculum?” Until recently, in most of 
these districts, both teachers and adm inistrators described 
their curriculum by naming a textbook. Further discussion 
revealed that rather than defining a coherent program or as
suring a common curriculum for all, the textbook was treated 
as a resource from which teachers could pick and choose ma
terials for lessons, often adapting the material for their stu
dents. Teachers often did not know what their neighbors—

teaching the same grade, and the same course, and similar 
students— were doing with the adopted textbook, or even 
whether they were seriously using it. Consequently, students 
often experience a very fragmented program over the course 
of several years, a situation that is particularly negative when 
students (and even some teachers) change schools frequently. 
De facto, then, there often was no coherent curriculum, even 
within individual schools. Thus, the foundation o f poorly 
aligned standards and tests is now overlaid with weak cur- 
riculums— leaving teachers and the educational system with 
no common anchor except the tests.

We see hopeful signs that things are beginning to 
change, however. A num ber o f districts, especially 
urban districts with mobile student populations, 
are beginning to recognize that a common curriculum across 

schools is a necessity. To boost student learning, some dis
tricts are also realizing that they need to greatly strengthen 
professional development, giving teachers the knowledge and 
skills they need to successfully teach challenging student pop
ulations that in the old days were expected to put in their 
seat time but not learn much. These districts are also realiz
ing that effective professional development is based on a par
ticular curriculum; it’s not general and vague. In short, effec
tive professional development requires the adoption of a cur
riculum; and the effective use of the curriculum requires ongo
ing, classroom-based professional development for teachers.

In response, m any d istric ts are going beyond merely 
adopting textbooks to implementing more fully “designed” 
curricula. They sometimes adopt programs designed outside 
the district (e.g., Open Court Reading or Everyday Math). 
Sometimes, they build district-wide instructional guidance 
systems that may use a textbook as a base, but add substan
tially more pedagogical guidance. These instructional guid
ance systems go well beyond the old “scope and sequence” 
charts that m ainly suggested a flow o f content. The new 
guidance systems can specify sequences of topics, suggest spe
cific instructional practices both from a textbook and “sup- 
plementals” (or classroom libraries), the am ount of time each 
topic should take, curriculum -em bedded assessment tasks, 
student work samples, and sometimes, model lessons for use 
in professional development. Although these instructional 
curricula are sometimes tightly defined, all of those where we 
have seen achievement increases specify a mix of conceptual 
and skill emphasis. None call for teachers to read a “script” to 
students or to expect preprogrammed answers from them. All 
depend on providing intensive professional learning opportu
nities for teachers. These positive results o f linking profes
sional development to a specific teaching program are what 
we might expect given the growing body o f research demon
strating that academic achievement increases when profes
sional development focuses on the specific content teachers 
are expected to teach (Cobb et al., 1991; M cCutchen et al., 
2002). In one study, for example, David Cohen and Heather 
Hill (2001) found that most teachers who reported improved 
instructional practices had attended substantial training pro
grams focused specifically on the curriculum materials that 
they used in their classroom. Those teachers’ schools also posted
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To realize these benefits, someone 
has to create a curriculum or 
standards specific enough to carry 
the load that is carried by other 
countries’ national curricula.
It could be the state, the district, 
or an independent group.

higher scores on a state mathematics assessment. By contrast, 
other professional development programs showed no such 
effects.

W hat we see, then, is the beginning o f  an effort in a 
growing handful of districts to make standards-based reform 
realize its full vision, not just instruction narrowed to tests. 
And, where it is happening, student achievement seems to 
be responding. But the magnitude of the effort being ex
erted in these districts cannot be minimized. The work we’ve 
described is typically being undertaken in large urban dis
tricts with strong district leadership and com m unity sup
port, where the infrastructure and economies of scale exist to 
support the large-scale implementation o f curriculum and 
related professional development. But even in these districts, 
assembling the resources and know-how has been a chal
lenge. W hat will be necessary to help other less able districts 
to move in this direction? W hat about students in smaller 
districts that can’t afford such an investment? States— prob
ably with federal support of different kinds— are going to 
have to figure out how to bring curriculum guidance and 
professional development to a much larger population.

Accountability
And so we arrive at a discussion o f accountability. We’ve 
seen that the standards that exist around the country are of 
mixed quality, with many quite weak and vague. Layered on 
top of these weak standards are tests that are typically not 
well-aligned; and in almost all cases, the tests measure stu
dents’ progress on basic knowledge and skills, but rarely on 
the higher-level cognitive abilities that are included in the 
state’s standards. In many places, there is no detailed curric

ular guidance that would allow teachers across a district to 
teach a com m on curriculum  that w ent beyond what was 
tested; and w ithout this curriculum, obviously there is not 
the related training that would support teachers in teaching it.

If you layer high-stakes accountability atop all o f this, the 
formula is complete for allowing a narrow test, focused on 
the lower end of the curriculum, to hijack broader educa
tional goals. And indeed, in many places, that was beginning 
to happen even before No Child Left Behind (NCLB). But 
with the adoption of NCLB, the threat became nationwide. 
W hatever pressure already existed to teach to the test in
creased, both because the consequences imposed by NCLB 
were more dramatic and— due to NCLB’s formula for defin
in g  w h e th e r  schoo ls h ad  m ade “a d e q u a te  y early  
progress” (AYP)— because they affected more schools.

Any accountability system layered on such a weak foun
dation would cause problems. But NCLB has unique fea
tures that cause additional, unique problems. Among them: 
Its form ula for judging w hether schools have made AYP 
does not take into account where a school started or how 
much progress it has made, which means that schools that 
have made great progress (but not enough to make AYP) 
will nonetheless be identified as “in need of improvement” 
(see “The AYP Blues,” p. 35). The particular consequences 
that it prescribes and the order in which they are prescribed 
can mean that wrongly identified schools will be subjected 
to consequences that can impede their further progress and 
thus hurt their students.

Further, the requirement that everyone must be proficient 
by 2014, while meant to encourage states to set high expec
tations for all types o f students, is in reality encouraging 
states to set lower standards for everyone: The lower the 
standard, the easier it is for schools to meet the targets and 
avoid sanctions. Leaving the standards up to states was, of 
course, among the political compromises that made NCLB 
possible. It is a “states’ rights” and “local control” solution 
embedded in a national law. But it creates an incentive to 
lower, rather than raise, expectations. For example, Pennsyl
vania deliberately lowered its proficiency standards after too 
many schools failed to clear the AYP bar. Some commenta
tors believe the current law is creating a “race to the bot
tom ,” undoing years o f  gradual rises in expectations and 
achievement (Ryan, 2004).

But even layered on a weak foundation, accountability, as 
it has played out, whether under NCLB or under certain 
state and local systems, has a silver lining that should not be 
dismissed lightly. It has brought substantial a tten tion  to 
teaching core, basic skills to the lowest-performing students 
and to a variety of programs that are increasingly aimed at 
improving the lowest performing schools in a district (see 
box, p. 16). And, in the case of NCLB (and state and local 
systems that disaggregate test data according to minority and 
poverty status), it has b ro u g h t a special spo tligh t, and 
needed instructional focus, to helping poor, minority, ELL, 
and special education students improve their performance 
on the narrow (but important) body of skills and knowledge 
defined by state tests.

(Continued on page 44)
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New Knowledge

School Improvement Requires New Knowledge, 
Not Just Good Will

By Richard F. Elmore
“The problem with most incentive structures is not getting peo

ple to do the right thing. I t’s getting people to figure out what 
the right thing is to do. ”

— Thomas Schelling,
Distinguished Professor, 

University of Maryland School o f Public Affairs

In the next two or three years, a very large num ber of 
schools, most o f them urban, with largely poor, minority 
student populations, will be classified as failing' under 

the accountab ility  provisions o f  N o C hild  Left Behind 
(NCLB). This classification will trigger a series o f increas
ingly harsh sanctions, ending w ith the shutdow n o f the 
school and/or its transformation into a charter, the handing 
off o f its management to a private company, its takeover by 
the state, or another comparable, federally approved gover
nance change. The law provides little assistance to these 
schools in their run-up to being shutdown. And, as more 
schools get identified (and they will), there will be even less 
assistance available to any given school. This policy appears 
to be driven prim arily by an extraordinary belief in the 
power o f incentives. The logic seems to be: If schools are 
threatened with closure and other sanctions, they will figure 
out how to improve themselves.

Richard F. Elmore is the Gregory Anrig Professor o f  Educational 
Leadership at the Harvard Graduate School o f  Education and a 
co-director o f  the Consortium for Policy Research in Education. 
He has written numerous articles, reports, and books, including 
materials fo r  the Albert Shanker Institute. This article was 
adapted with permission from Richard F. Elmore, “Doing the 
Right Thing, Knowing the Right Thing to Do, ” School Reform 
from the Inside Out: Policy, Practice, and Performance, Cam
bridge: Harvard Education Press, 2004. Copyright © 2004 by 
the President and Fellows o f  Harvard College. A ll rights reserved. 
For more information, visit Jjttp://gseweb.harvar(/.edu/"hepg.

My theory is that these and similar policies toward failing 
schools are based on either faulty knowledge about school 
failure or no knowledge at all. I am a great believer in incen
tives; I’ve taught students about their power in numerous 
courses over the years. So, I’m not going to argue that they 
don’t matter. They do. N or would I argue that schools can’t 
improve, to a degree, by just getting people more focused, 
encouraging them to make better use o f their existing capac
ities, and making them work harder. But I also know that 
Thomas Schelling, one of the most astute economic theo
rists on the subject o f incentives, was right. He told me, 
when I was a graduate student, “the problem with most in
centive structures is not getting people to do the right thing. 
It’s getting people to figure out what the right thing is to 
do.” This is the problem I would like to focus on.

In this article, I want to argue that while incentives are 
important, they won’t be nearly enough to bring about the 
dramatic improvements in student achievement that we all 
hope for. The performance targets set by current account
ability policies are, for m any failing schools, com pletely 
unattainable using their existing capacities. The knowledge 
simply doesn’t exist in these schools to make the huge leaps 
in achievement that the law requires. Further, I w ant to 
argue that if we don’t provide school staffs with what is nec
essary to make these leaps, that is, the knowledge and tools 
they need to raise student achievement, we will not only as
sure that schools don’t improve substantially, we will increas
ingly sow cynicism and resistance toward the law. Asking 
people to do the impossible w ithout helping them to master 
the skills necessary to do it is a formula for political resis
tance and ultimate failure. (Remember the old Russian say
ing, coined during the decline o f the Soviet system, “We 
pretend to work. They pretend to pay us.”)

I want to start with descriptions o f two schools that are 
failing according to their state accountability systems and are

2O AMERICAN EDUCATOR SPRING 2005

ILL
US

TR
AT

ED
 

BY 
DA

VID
 

CH
EN





very likely to end up on NCLB’s “needs improvement” list. I 
think these portraits help illustrate the huge lift that is re
quired to dramatically improve a school over a sustained pe
riod and the extent to which even motivated, intelligent staff 
lack the knowledge to bring this improvement about. From 
there, I will lay out a general framework for how I think 
schools do in fact build their capacity to improve. Lastly, I 
will suggest how policy could enable many more schools to 
build this capacity and, with it, substantially raise student 
achievement.

Portraits o f Two “Failing” Schools

Thornton Elementary School
I am observing a second-grade classroom at Thornton Ele
mentary.2 The teacher is working w ith a third o f the stu
dents in one corner o f the classroom doing guided reading, a 
form of literacy instruction in which teacher and students 
jointly read aloud and discuss a book with an explicit focus 
on the authors meaning, as well as the readers’ responses to 
the text. Guided reading is new to the teacher, a veteran of 
20 years. She is concentrating very hard. The students are 
also working very hard and seem to be successfully reading 
and responding to the book. Each student in the class will 
rotate through guided reading in the course o f the literacy 
block— the 90-m inute period every m orning devoted to 
reading and writing at T hornton— in one o f three groups. 
W hile the teacher is focusing on the eight students in the 
guided reading group, the remaining two-thirds of students 
in the classroom— about 16— are doing a variety of things. 
Two reading specialists are working individually with two 
students, obviously struggling readers, on specific problems 
o f phonics and word identification. A classroom aide is su
pervising a group o f students who seem to be filling out 
worksheets. Some students are reading on their own and 
writing in journals. There are books in considerable quantity 
available to students. Student writing is prom inently dis
played on the walls. In general, the classroom appears to be 
orderly, quiet, and efficiently run. Behavior problems are 
few. Students seem compliant and relatively happy. Above 
all, the adults seem to be very focused, working hard, and 
highly motivated.

The principal and superintendent have worked out a pro
fessional development strategy for the school that focuses 
time during the school day and during designated profes
sional development days on priority instructional areas. The 
teachers uniform ly say that this is the best teaching they 
have done. T he teaching force at T h o rn to n  is a veteran 
group; the least experienced teacher has been there 12 years.

Over the course of the morning I visit several classrooms 
at Thornton. Each looks roughly the same in structure and 
texture. To the casual observer, it would be difficult to see 
why Thornton is a failing school. Teachers are working hard. 
Students are highly engaged. There are extra adults to work 
with failing students. The classrooms and hallways are or
derly and clean. T hornton certainly looks nothing like the 
stereotype that laypeople might carry in their heads about 
failing schools— chaotic, disorderly classrooms, teachers ob
viously out o f their depth with both content and student

Thornton and Clemente are 
both improving schools by any 
reasonable definition, but 
they are both failing schools 
under the terms of the current 
accountability system.

discipline, low-level student work, etc. In fact, m ost ob
servers would probably say that, overall, T horn ton  repre
sents a strong and positive environment for students.

I have been invited to the school by the superintendent 
and the principal because, after some initial modest success 
on the state reading and writing test, Thorntons test scores 
have gone flat. The student population at Thornton is more 
than 80 percent poor, with equal numbers o f African-Ameri
can and Latino students. The school is in an economically 
depressed city, and the patterns o f student performance at 
T h o rn to n  reflect sim ilar p a tte rn s  in  o th e r e lem entary  
schools in the district. The state reading and writing test is a 
challenging test for even the highest-performing schools in 
the state. For Thornton, it is daunting. The superintendent 
and principal report that teachers in the school are heavily 
demoralized by their designation as a failing school. They 
feel that they have given the school’s new literacy program 
their best shot. They feel they have dramatically changed 
their practice. The changes they have made are clearly visible 
in all the classrooms in the school, they feel, but they are still 
not making progress against the standards of performance 
they are expected to meet. After implementing the new liter
ary program (which included in-class professional develop
m ent for guided reading), they moved some students out of 
the lowest level o f achievement, and they even increased the 
percentage of proficient students. But further improvement
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has eluded them and, perhaps tellingly, they never saw any 
increase in the percentage of advanced students.

Clemente Middle School
Shift now to Clemente M iddle School, a school o f about 
1,000 students, grades six through nine, in a large northeast
ern city. Essentially all students at Clemente meet the in
come requirements for free or reduced-price lunch— the pre
vailing measure o f poverty. They are predom inantly Afro- 
Caribbean, Spanish-speaking immigrants, with a significant 
num ber of African-American students. A large proportion of 
the students are from families that might be classified as the 
working poor— they perform the basic services o f the econ
omy with very low pay. It is mid-morning, and I am observ
ing a seventh-grade language arts class, taught by a novice 
teacher— a Teach for America corps member, one of several 
in this school. The teacher is a new graduate of a prestigious 
northeastern liberal arts college. She is young, energetic, 
highly engaged in her work. She is African American and 
obviously has a strong rapport with her students— about 15 
o f whom are in her class today. One student sits off by her
self in a corner, focusing on something on her desk— proba
bly some form of “time-out” discipline problem. The rest of 
the students sit comfortably at moveable desks, focused on 
the teacher. The lesson has to do with topic sentences and 
lead paragraphs, a key element of the state’s middle-grades 
writing test, which these students will be taking next year. 
The teacher is carrying on a lively discussion of a topic that 
students are asked to use as the basis for their writing. As 
students volunteer ideas and write them down in their note
books, the teacher actively engages them in a discussion of 
what they will write and how they will write.

This classroom is one o f a number I have observed this 
morning and the patterns are similar: active teachers, highly 
engaged students, instruction targeted at skills that are, at 
the same time, useful on their face and included in the state 
reading and writing test. I do not see a discernible difference 
between the novice and experienced teachers on these di
mensions. The principal takes me to visit a couple of class
rooms where he knows he has problems with the teachers. 
These classrooms are noticeably less engaging places for stu
dents, the teachers are clearly struggling with the fundamen
tals o f teaching; they also seem aware that they are not doing 
great work.

Clemente has four assistant principals, each of whom has 
instructional and professional development responsibility for 
a grade level in the school. T he assistant principals are 
clearly present in classrooms. The principal and assistant 
principals have a strategy for professional development in 
key subjects with teachers. While time is limited, teachers 
participate and say the work is valuable to them in the classroom.

Clemente Middle School is a vibrant and exciting place 
visually. It is a relatively new building, with a large atrium as 
a central feature. It has a privately funded arts program in 
which students produce stunning examples of visual arts and 
writers from the neighboring city visit, while teachers and 
students conduct author studies of their work. The building 
exudes energy. Student work is visible everywhere, especially 
in the atrium.

Again, I am in the school because performance, after a 
brief gain, has gone flat— well below the target level required 
to keep the school from being classified as failing. The su
perintendent and the principal want me to see, hear, and feel 
what the school is like, not just examine the test scores. The 
superintendent thinks the principal o f the school is one of 
the best in the district and is worried about losing him to a 
neighboring district with much higher-performing schools. 
The principal says, in passing, that he has had to learn to ig
nore much of the feedback he gets from the state in order to 
focus on the things that need to be done to improve the 
school. Teacher turnover in the school and district is about
15 percent per year. About 40 percent of the teachers in the 
district have four or fewer years experience. Virtually none 
of the Teach for America members stay after their two-year 
term is over. The district invests heavily in professional de
velopment in literacy and math, but the superintendent says 
that once the new teachers have received the basic staff de
velopment program, they are attractive recruits for neighbor
ing suburban districts that offer them significantly higher 
salaries.

A gain, to the lay observer, C lem en te  w ould  n o t be 
thought of as a failing school. Although it has at least its 
share of marginal teachers, what you see as you walk the 
halls and visit classrooms are powerful examples of students 
doing interesting and creative work, teachers working hard 
to engage students in learning that is clearly connected to 
what the state tests measure, and students largely responding 
in the ways teachers want them to. Take away the discourag
ing test scores, and you have a school that most lay observers 
would say is a decent place for kids to learn.

I want to stress that based on my visits to failing schools in 
several localities, T hornton and Clemente are not atypi
cal of many of the schools that are, and that very shortly 
will be, classified as failing under NCLB. These schools have 

been the object o f intensive efforts to make them work bet
ter. People in these schools— teachers, administrators, stu
dents— are aware that they are in organizations labeled as 
failing, and, with certain exceptions, they are not happy or 
complacent about it. Liberal critiques to the contrary, failing 
schools are usually not resource-poor environments. They 
are heavily staffed, they have large num bers o f specialists 
who work directly with students, and they have considerable 
access to outside guidance and expertise in most settings. 
They also frequently have access to com m unity resources 
that bring considerable assets to the schools. Failing schools 
do not have uniformly weak leaders. Some do. Some don’t. 
The point is that “strong” leaders— as in the case of T horn
ton and Clemente— are often just as baffled about what to 
do about their situations as “weak” leaders, though strong, 
competent leaders may have more motivation and ability to 
find out what to do.

To be sure, I have also been in failing schools over the 
past several years that more closely resemble the common 
stereotype of such schools: schools that show little or no evi
dence of consistent expectations around the quality o f in
struction  or s tudent perform ance; schools in w hich the 
adults assign responsibility for low student performance to
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families and communities rather than to themselves; schools 
in which the resources available to support student learning 
are managed in a chaotic and scattered way, if it all; schools 
in which teachers and students cannot answer the most basic 
questions about the purpose and direction of their work.

In general, what my colleagues and I have found in our 
research on accountability is that genuinely failing schools 
fundamentally lack what we have come to call “internal ac
countability.”3 T hat is, they lack agreement and coherence 
around expectations for students in learning and they lack 
the means to influence instructional practice in classrooms 
in ways that result in student learning. In our research, high 
internal accountability leads directly to observable gains in 
student learning. Some failing schools lack internal account
ability on anything but the most basic expectations— order 
in the hallways, for example. But, as the T h o rn to n  and 
Clemente examples illustrate, some failing schools are actu
ally engaged in developing internal accountability and have 
had some success in generating increased student learning, 
but are still at risk o f failure, and under the terms o f No 
Child Left Behind, are likely to lose their franchise before 
they have an opportunity to meet the performance require
ments of the law.

The conventional view that drives current policies regard
ing failing schools is that schools fail because they lack the 
proper incentives to succeed. These beliefs, I think, are em
bedded in accountability policies that focus on external re
wards and sanctions as motivators for teachers, administra
tors, and students. These policies also focus on changes in 
governance and incentives (e.g. charters, school choice) on 
the theory that the “right” external incentive structure will 
“drive” schools and school systems to recruit and hire the 
“right” kind o f people who will, in turn, lead schools toward 
the “right” kind of goals.

As I noted earlier, incentives matter. But one o f the main 
insights I take away from my recent visits to failing schools 
is how clearly most o f these schools have gotten the message 
that they are failing. The problem is that the message doesn’t 
tell them what to do, other than to “get better.” This is the 
problem that is exemplified by Thornton and Clemente.

Thornton and Clemente: What to Do?
As we debriefed our observations o f classrooms at Thornton 
with the superintendent, the principal, and the lead teach
ers, a number of patterns became clear. First, while teachers 
were working hard to apply their new knowledge on literacy 
instruction, no one was paying attention to the overall in
structional quality and intensity o f what was happening to 
students while the teachers were doing guided reading. All 
one needed to do was to walk around the classroom and ob
serve what students who weren’t involved in guided reading 
were actually doing. Not much was going on with the other 
students when they were not in the group, with the excep
tion of the two students who were working one-on-one with 
the reading specialists. But second, these two students pre
sented another problem. The work they were doing with the 
reading specialists, while it was quite skillfully designed and 
done, was not explicitly connected to the work that these 
students were expected to do when they were not in remedi
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ation. That is, the intervention was successful, but it wasn’t 
successful as a cumulative goal that would bring these stu
dents into the mainstream of the class. And third, when we 
asked students to describe to us, in real time, what they were 
doing when they weren’t in a guided reading group, what its 
purpose was, and how they would know whether they had 
been successful at doing it, most o f the students were unable 
to answer.

So it’s not surprising that Thornton had some initial gains 
with its literacy program and then its performance went flat. 
W hat happened was that students were exposed to a poten
tially powerful reading intervention— the introduction of 
guided reading— that substantially increased the am ount of 
time and the intensity o f instruction for them  relative to 
what they had been doing. This new activity got the teach
ers and students focused on coherent work around reading 
in a way that could be observed and improved. Clearly, the 
next increment in performance will come from increasing 
the level o f intensity, cognitive demand, and coherence for 
all students, whether they’re in guided reading or not. This 
will require the teacher to pay much more attention to the 
orchestration of activities in the classroom and to have much 
more clarity and agreement with students and support staff 
around the purpose of the work.

Several things are happening here. First, it often takes an
other set of eyes to see what principals, students, teachers, 
and support staff don’t see, because they are w orking on 
solving the current problem, not on identifying the next 
one. At T horn ton , the teachers were working so hard at 
mastering guided reading, they didn’t have time to focus on 
what else was happening in the classroom. Second, teachers 
and students get m ore powerful in their practice, often 
against their own expectations, when they are brought to ac
knowledge a barrier and then put in the way o f knowledge 
about how to get over it. Notice, it is im portant to under
stand that teachers and students don’t get better by applying 
knowledge and skill they already have— they are stuck be
cause their existing knowledge isn’t enough. They get better 
by having access to new knowledge and discovering that 
they can use it in ways they did not fully appreciate before. 
Third, it is increasing the level o f intensity, cognitive de
mand, and coherence around instructional practice that pro
duces gains in student performance, and that process re
quires that everyone, including students, teachers, and sup
port staff, develop increasing agreem ent about what the 
work is. This is what we have called internal accountability. 
If you walk into a classroom and sit down next to a student, 
ask him what he is doing and why, and you don’t get a clear 
answer, it is highly unlikely that any powerful learning is 
taking place.

A t Clemente, as we debriefed, a different set o f prob
lems emerged. This will sound odd, but bear with 
me. T he teachers at C lem ente were w orking too 

hard. Novice teachers and veteran teachers of students in the 
middle and upper grades often equate “good” teaching with 
teaching that keeps students amused, interested, and seem
ingly engaged— which usually means eyes forward, paying 
attention, not causing any discipline problems, and respond-
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It is important to understand that 
teachers and students don’t get 
better by applying knowledge and 
skill they already have— they are 
stuck because their existing 
knowledge isn’t enough. They get 
better by having access to new 
knowledge, and discovering that 
they can use it in ways they did 
not fully appreciate before.

ing in a timely way to the teacher’s questions.4 So what had 
happened at Clemente was that the “good” teachers in the 
building— including some novices and some experienced 
veterans— had adopted a style o f practice in w hich the 
teachers were doing virtually all the work in classrooms and 
the students were doing very little. The teachers felt they 
were giving it their best shot, and to a layperson’s eye they 
were doing even more than that. The students were engaged 
and amused, and they certainly weren’t complaining. But 
when you looked at the classroom as a setting for student 
work, it was clear that not much was happening. A straight 
transcript of classroom discourse, for example, would reveal 
that, in order to keep students’ attention focused on the 
front of the room, teachers were asking predominantly fac
tual questions— questions that could be answered literally by 
the student pulling the information straight out of the text 
on the desk in front o f them. W hen teachers did ask ques
tions that required higher levels o f cognitive demand— inter
pretation, argument, analysis— the overall pace o f previous 
questions meant that waiting even a short period of time for 
a student response seemed like ages, so the teacher quickly
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moved on to the next question before the students could 
fully engage in the previous one. The actual written work 
that students were being asked to produce— remember, this 
is a class aimed at preparing students to pass the state writ
ing exam, which includes open-ended writing prom pts—  
was likewise short and truncated, apparently because the 
teachers had made the judgm ent that the students needed, 
again, a faster pace with more concrete tasks, in order to stay 
engaged.

W hat was happening at Clemente is what often happens 
in the early stages of instructional improvement— teachers 
are developing rudim entary norms o f practice designed to 
signal their collective com m itm ent to students’ success. 
T hey  are, in effect, developing in ternal accoun tab ility  
around student learning and performance, albeit at a very 

rudimentary level. In the absence of 
careful and thoughtful analy

sis o f the kind o f  practice 
th a t w ould  lead teachers 
and students to be success-

■ ful on a demanding writing 
exam, teachers were doing 

w h a t th ey  th o u g h t th ey  
sh o u ld  d o — w o rk in g  h a rd , 

being enthusiastic, demonstrating 
that they can hold the attention  of 

the students— w ithout m uch thought 
for the actual w ork  th a t s tuden ts were 

doing. An outside observer would see what 
m ost people would regard as “good teaching” 

going on in a significant number o f classrooms and 
wonder why the results weren’t more impressive.
More importantly, teachers were generally doing what 

they knew how to do, rather than doing what was necessary 
to produce the result they were trying to produce. In the ab
sence of specific guidance that what they were doing wasn’t 
going to get them  where they wanted to be, they would, 
other things being equal, continue to do what they— and 
many others— regarded as “good teaching,” w ithout recog
nizing that it was precisely that kind o f teaching that was 
producing the performance they were disappointed with. 
D oing w hat they regarded as the “right th ing” was not 
enough. They would have to figure out what the right thing 
was to do and then figure out how to do it.

Building the Capacity for Improvement: 
What’s Needed
Thornton and Clemente are both improving schools by any 
reasonable defin ition , bu t they are bo th  failing schools 
under the terms o f the current accountability systems in 
which they operate. They will both almost certainly be clas
sified as failing schools under NCLB. They are not failing 
because the people in them don’t, for the most part, recog
nize their limitations or fundamentally believe in the princi
ples on which the accountability system is based. In fact, 
people who work in both schools accept that they are not 
doing as well as they should. This is why they have asked for 
help. Thornton and Clemente are not improving as much as 
they would like, I think, because o f a fundamental design
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flaw in current accountability systems: the failure of policy
makers to bring capacity-building measures into alignment 
with performance measures in the design o f accountability 
systems.

As noted up front, the performance targets set by current 
accountability policies are, for many failing schools, com
pletely unattainable using their existing capacities. M ost 
schools, even nominally high-performing schools, couldn’t 
do this work using their existing capacities. In order to meet 
these performance targets, schools have to develop succes
sively higher capacities. Each new set o f capacities speaks to 
the next level o f problem. Each level o f increased perfor
mance carries its own new set o f problems. Each new level 
o f capacity requires a period of consolidation. Acknowledg
ing the gap between capacity and performance in account
ability systems isn’t, I repeat, isn’t  an argument for abandon
ing performance targets altogether. It is, however, an argu
ment for a more knowledgeable approach to setting perfor
mance targets.

Improvements in school performance, as my colleagues 
and I currently  understand them , probably take a form  
something like this:

■ Schools recognize and internalize problem s o f perfor
mance by paying attention to evidence on student perfor
mance.
■ They choose a proximate performance target— increasing 
reading performance, for example— and focus their work on 
improving their individual and organizational capacity to 
meet this target.
■ If they succeed in choosing the right target and developing 
the initial knowledge and skill in teachers and students 
around that target, they typically see a modest bounce in 
student perform ance. O ften, these initial moves, in very 
low-capacity schools, consist o f very low-level changes: de
voting a set num ber of minutes per day to teaching reading; 
realigning the curriculum so that the content that is tested is 
actually taught before the test is given; identifying students 
whose performance could easily be improved, thereby mak
ing the whole school look better, etc. I have come to call this 
the “low-hanging-fruit” stage.
■ These improvements are real, but modest, and the capac
ity for further improvement is not there. But the critical mo
ment here is that the school has decided to make some col
lective com m itm ent to a goal that has to do with perfor
mance. This is the first stage of developing internal account
ability.
■ If the organization reads its performance well, it is at this 
stage that schools often try to tackle a more ambitious kind 
o f instructional improvement. This improvement is often 
focused on the adoption o f specific curricula and instruc
tional practice. This stage almost always requires that the 
school receive some kind of external help, support, and pro
fessional development. Why? Because, by definition, people 
in the school don’t know what to do, or they would have 
done it already. New practices take time to acquire and im
plement with any consistency. They also require people to 
organize and manage themselves around increasingly clear 
collective goals— another increment in internal accountabil-

Acknowledging the gap between 
capacity and performance in 
accountability systems isn’t, I repeat, 
isn’t  an argument for abandoning 
performance targets altogether.
It is, however, an argument for a 
more knowledgeable approach to 
setting performance targets.

ity. But schools that go through this phase almost always see 
gains in student performance, in part because they are learn
ing to work together more powerfully, and in part because 
they are actually teaching different content in different ways. 
Just as predictably, performance tends to go flat again almost 
immediately. This is where Thornton and Clemente were in 
the improvement cycle when I visited. As noted above, per
formance goes flat because the problems of improving stu
dent perform ance are m ore com plex than the strategies 
adopted at this stage can cope with.
■ If the organization diagnoses this problem— and schools 
usually require some kind o f external help to do this-— it 
then has an opportunity to examine the barriers to contin
ued im provem ent. Typically, the kind o f problem s that 
schools work on at this stage are either problems o f increas
ing the consistency and cognitive demand of instruction or 
figuring out why the instructional strategies they adopted 
earlier work for some students and not for others. Simply di
agnosing these problems and working on their solutions cre
ates new capacity for collective action, bringing the next 
stage o f work and improvement.
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■ The problems of improvement become more complex and 
demanding as performance increases; the challenges to exist
ing instructional practices and existing organizational norms 
become more direct and difficult. Often, schools go through 
some kind of crisis at around this time, where teachers and 
principals argue that the work has become impossible to do 
under existing resource constraints and that expectations set 
by external accountability systems are simply impossible to 
meet. This is a very tricky stage, because it is hard to argue 
that the demands of the external accountability system are 
reasonable— they often are not. But what teachers and ad
ministrators are also saying is that they simply don’t have the 
capacity to make the next set o f improvements, and they 
usually don’t. I have come to call this the “impossible work” 
stage. The conditions for future improvement are present, 
but the capacities to make that improvement are not. It is 
critical for schools to receive high levels o f support at this 
stage— to get help in diagnosing the next set o f problems, to 
get help from people with expertise about problems of stu
dent learning and instructional practice, to broaden and 
deepen common expectations around high-quality instruc
tional practice, and usually to see schools in similar circum
stances that have managed to move through this stage. It is 
at this stage that the credibility of accountability systems, as 
systems of political authority, is tested. Here’s why: My au
thority to command or induce you to do something you are 
not currently doing depends, in large part, on your capacity 
to actually do it. You may be motivated to do it. You may 
agree with me that it should be done. O r you may be willing 
to do it just because I have a legitimate grant of authority to 
require you to do it. But if you can’t  do it because you do 
not have the capacity to do it, then my authority is dim in
ished because I have induced or required you to do some
thing you cannot do. I can flog you harder, I can penalize 
you, I can threaten you, but I cannot make you do some
thing you do not know how to do.
■ Schools that make it through these crises typically emerge 
as much different organizations— stronger, more coherent, 
w ith responsibilities more widely distributed and with much 
higher morale around student learning and m uch higher 
cognitive demand in the classroom. But they often have dif
ficulty demonstrating that these changes are consequential 
because going through a crisis saps the energy and commit
ment of people while it is going on, and often performance 
goes flat during these periods. So just as the school is feeling 
that it has a much better handle on student performance, its 
results often look less impressive than they should. This oc
curs because the school has built the capacity for higher-level 
instruction but hasn’t yet seen its full effects. This is where 
m ore concentrated  work on instructional practice— not 
less— is important, because it is im portant that teachers and 
administrators understand that not only have they changed 
the way instruction occurs in the schools, they have changed 
their own capacity to take responsibility for and manage 
their school’s response to pressure for performance. Again, 
external support and assistance around targeted problems of 
student learning help to reinforce the idea that everyone has 
gotten here by developing new knowledge and skills.
■ T he next stage o f  im provem ent— one th a t very few

schoo ls ach ieve, even n o m in a lly  “h ig h -p e r fo rm in g ” 
schools— is where the school collectively takes over the man
agement of its own improvement process, teachers and stu
dents internalize the values o f managing and m onitoring 
their own learning, administrators model their own learning 
for teachers and students, and individuals are empowered to 
ask for the help they need.

This is a highly stylized map of the improvement process, 
in part because we need much more research to get a deeper 
picture of what actually happens as failing schools improve, 
and in part because Leo Tolstoy was right— each unhappy 
family is unhappy in its own way. Each failing school faces, 
in addition to the general problems of improvement, a spe
cific set o f problems rooted in its own context.

Current accountability systems aren’t built to do what 
they are supposed  to  do— to push and su p p o rt 
schools in getting better. The systems exhort schools 
and localities to provide support and professional develop

ment for schools in need o f help, but don’t actually invest in 
the infrastructure required to make sure that that help gets 
to the right schools at the right time with the right technical 
expertise. They heavily underinvest in the development of 
the knowledge and skill required to rectify the problems that 
failing schools face. The systems are generally unresponsive 
to the systemic problems that prevent resources from getting 
to schools— resources necessary for high-quality work— and 
tend to view the problems of all low-performing schools as 
essentially the same. The most discouraging aspect o f cur
rent systems is that they ignore and undervalue the struggles 
of people like those who work in schools such as Thornton 
and Clemente, creating the expectation that students would 
be better off in other settings, w ithout understanding that 
moving students around is essentially moving the problems 
o f capacity from one set o f institutions to another, without 
remedying the underlying problems of how to raise the ca
pacity o f the institutions where the children are to begin 
with.

Schools don’t suddenly “get better” and meet their perfor
mance targets. Im provem ent is a process, no t an event. 
Schools build capacity by generating internal accountabil
ity— greater agreement and coherence on expectations for 
teachers and students— and then  by w orking their way 
through problems o f instructional practice at ever-increasing 
levels of complexity and demand. Right now, virtually no 
infrastructure exists to provide continuous support to failing 
schools.

Building capacity in failing schools is going to require a 
lot o f feet on the ground— people who know som ething 
about school improvement and who know what they don’t 
know. As my analysis suggests, I would look for these people 
in what I have called “improving” schools (not in nominally 
“successful” schools because a large num ber of “successful” 
schools are no t im proving schools5), w here faculty and 
school leaders have worked through several stages o f im
provement, and in improving school districts, where district- 
level personnel have gained real knowledge about the kind

(Continued on page 47)
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Curriculum 
First

A Case History

By Roger Shattuck
The great truths in education turn out to be half-truths in 
search o f  their other half.

On Town M eeting Day in March 2000, some 400 
legal residents o f Lincoln, Vt., elected me to a three- 
year term  on the board o f M t. A braham  U nion 
High School, located in neighboring Bristol. A few days later, 

I took my oath o f office and settled into a schedule of bi
weekly meetings in the school library. Comprising grades 7 
through 12, the school serves around 900 students from five 
rural towns for an annual budget topping $9 million under a 
board of 13 elected members. Mt. Abe belongs to the Addi
son (C ounty) N ortheast Supervisory U nion d istrict. In 
March 2003, I was reelected to the Mt. Abe board and also 
elected to the district board coordinating six local schools.

During the first year on the high school board I felt over
whelmed by the sheer volume of im portant and sometimes 
ominous decisions that engulfed the board. We dealt with 
school security, contract negotiations with teachers, selecting 
a new principal, Internet filtering, special education man
dates, and preparing the all-devouring, seemingly self-pro
pelled annual document called the budget to submit to vot
ers. I thought I’d never catch on, never learn the names of all 
the key people plus the acronyms used to designate occult 
entities in the wonderland o f education.

After 40 years o f college teaching, I had no particular 
agenda to promote on the board. Principally, I was curious 
to find out what was actually being taught in this rural high

Roger Shattuck is University Professor Emeritus at Boston Uni
versity a n d  author o f  many books, including  Forb idden  
Knowledge: From Prometheus to Pornography. This article is 
based on an address he gave for a conference on the liberal arts 
sponsored by the Center for School Improvement at Boston Uni
versity in May 2003. Earlier versions o f  this essay appeared in 
the Journal o f Education, Vol. 184 (November 2, 2003) and  
in the New York Review of Books, Vol. 52, No. 6  (April 7,
2005), from  which this article is excerpted with permission.

school, which has the largest payroll within 20 miles. I soon 
learned that the board spends little time discussing curricu
lum. I was told that the best way to inform myself would be 
to visit a few core courses. I chose English and History, or 
rather “Language Arts” and “Social Studies.” (A return to 
the earlier names became the first item  on my agenda.) 
Given a schedule by the department head, I visited about a 
dozen classes and was welcomed w ithout fanfare or raised 
eyebrows. These visits gave me a vivid impression o f over
crowding, o f teachers w ithout their own classrooms pushing 
overloaded carts like the homeless, o f poorly and noisily ven
tilated classrooms, and o f the constant demands imposed 
upon teachers for patience, firmness, and imagination. But 
amid multiple activities in the classrooms I found it impossi
ble to discern a coherent sequence of content guiding the 
classes, not even in different sections of the same course. It 
would require m onths o f  class visits to gain an adequate 
sense of what was being taught in my school.

It turned out that there was another road to take. I had 
volunteered to be the school board representative on the 
teachers’ curriculum committee preparing part o f the self- 
s tudy  for our big 10-year N EA SC  accred ita tio n  v isit. 
(NEASC stands for New England Association o f Schools 
and Colleges.) This committee of eight teachers, chaired by 
the science department head, alerted me to four sets of doc
uments dealing directly or indirectly with the curriculum. I 
made it my business to obtain and study all o f these docu
ments— as follows:

1. Vermont’s Framework o f  Standards and Learning Opportu
nities, Vermont State Board o f Education, 84 pages, 1996. 
(See the excerpt in the box on page 32.)

2. Curriculum Guidelines, Addison N ortheast Supervisory 
Union. Six K-12 documents prepared and revised in rota
tion by the district in Mathematics, Language Arts, Science, 
Fine Arts, Social Studies, and Foreign Languages. T hey 
range in length from 33 pages (Mathematics) to over 200 
pages (Language Arts), for a total o f nearly 600 pages.
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3. Course Selection Guide, Mt. Abraham Union High School. 
Published yearly. Contains 60 pages of brief descriptions (3 
to 15 lines) o f all courses offered by the school.

4. Course syllabi filed by all teachers as required by law in 
the assistant principal’s office. One to three pages following 
a recommended outline.

The first three of these documents form a stack over four 
inches high. The teachers on the accreditation curriculum 
committee brought none o f the above documents with them 
to refer to. They kept borrowing my copy of the Course Se
lection Guide. All of the teachers appeared to acknowledge 
that document number 1, Vermont’s Framework o f  Standards, 
contains the tables o f the law. But they had not read it care
fully. None o f the teachers seemed familiar with or inter
ested in docum ent num ber 2, the d istrict’s own lengthy 
Curriculum Guidelines, prepared by committees of teachers 
meeting over a period of many months. The Course Selection 
Guide is little more than a useful list identifying all course 
offerings. The syllabi record what has been taught in a par
ticular course or section, not a program o f study approved 
by the school.

It is not easy to describe the first two official documents. 
The state Framework o f  Standards and the lengthy district 
Curriculum Guidelines (themselves based scrupulously on 
the state Framework) presumably lay out a course o f study 
for all students. As they stand, however, these two docu
ments do not and cannot serve this function. They mention 
no authors’ names and no titles o f books to be read. Only 
the science and mathematics documents specify topics for a 
particular grade. Elsewhere, entry after entry stipulates that 
students shall examine, investigate, analyze, understand, and 
interpret immense intellectual topics such as “fiction” and 
“nature and nurture.” The verbs teach, learn, and study do 
not appear. Because they clump four grades together, these 
documents cannot, for example, provide an answer to the 
question: “In what grade are the following materials taught: 
the solar system, Athenian democracy, dangling modifiers, 
and the Founding Fathers?” Such items do not even appear.

The nearly impenetrable pages of the state of Vermont’s 
Framework o f  Standards plus the Addison Northeast Cur
riculum Guidelines add up to an elaborate professional cam
ouflage o f  the  fact th a t at no level— state, d is tric t, or 
school— is there a coherent, sequenced, and specific curricu
lum. The teachers on the curriculum committee for accredi
tation had good reason to ignore the district Curriculum  
Guidelines— they propose no course o f study, no coordi
nated sequence o f subjects w ithin the core fields. I’m not 
saying that our district curriculum is watered down or lop
sided or old-fashioned or newfangled. I’m saying that those 
600 pages contain no useful curriculum at all.

W hat then fills these pages in multiple copies that no one 
reads or consults? In large part, they contain bland hortatory 
statements about what students “should know and be able to 
do." It’s almost a mantra. Yet, the two major curriculum 
documents refer to no specific content, to no simple lists of 
items such as osmosis or M artin Luther King, Jr. or, one 
hopes, M artin Luther.

And what also fills these pages, in the place o f what to

teach, is lengthy instructions about how to teach these un
specified materials. O ur district Curriculum Guidelines of re
cent years devote increasing space to “Best Practice in Teach
ing,” identified as “an inquiry approach, which is based on 
constructivist principles.” The docum ents to which one 
looks for the articulation of curriculum turn out to be pre
sentations of a pedagogical doctrine, constructivism, which 
is much in dispute and has appropriated to itself the dubi
ous slogan and sales pitch “Best Practice.” Most of my fellow 
board m embers don’t know w hat “constructivist” means 
and, if they read that far in the Curriculum Guidelines, they 
don’t ask. (Constructivism refers to the half-truth that full 
understanding occurs only when students learn for them 
selves from hands-on experience w ithout direct instruction 
or teacher intervention.)

I cannot draw general conclusions about American educa
tion  from this description o f M t. Abraham  U nion High 
School and o f the supervisory district it forms with five ele
mentary schools. I have observed only this one case. But at 
conferences where I have presented some o f these materials, 
other participants have not hesitated to respond, “T hat’s a 
pretty good description o f my district.”

By going back to school as a board member, I have come 
to the conclusion that my school and its district have no as
certainable curriculum  and no effective curriculum docu
m ent. Various sources continue to provide topics to be 
taught— individual teachers, lesson plans, habit, informal 
consultation, tradition, inertia. Even w ithout the guidance 
of a curriculum, education goes on. Teachers teach. Students 
learn. They may even study. Budgets are voted in. The cara
van passes. But all is not well. Is there anything to be done?

Dewey’s Epiphany
D uring the two years it took me to discover the absence of 
an adequate  cu rricu lum  at M t. A braham  U nion  H igh 
School, I was also trying to reeducate myself about public 
education, elementary and secondary. I discovered all over 
again in books the intellectual excitement churned up by the 
history o f education. That subject embraces the survival of 
democratic institutions, the conflicting claims o f reason and 
religion, the nature of hum an cognitive development, the 
importance o f personal leadership, and the constant distrac
tion of intellectual fashion. (At the moment, we cringe or 
bask in the glare o f several fashions: multiple intelligences, 
constructivism or discovery learning, personalized learning, 
and critical or higher-order thinking. They are all powerful 
half-truths.)

My reeducation in education led me to a curious discov
ery. At the turn of the 20th century in the U.S., John Dewey 
was conducting a famous yet now partially forgotten experi
m ent in education at the University o f  Chicago, and he 
found himself in a position not too different from the edu
cators at M t. Abe.

After publishing four books in philosophy, psychology, 
and social thought and earning him self a sturdy national 
reputation, Dewey decided that, like any self-respecting sci
ence, the field of education needed a laboratory, an experi
mental setting, in which to develop and test its hypotheses. 
Dewey rapidly funded, founded, and staffed the University
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Because they clump four grades 
together, these documents cannot, 
for example, provide an answer to 
the question: “In what grade are 
the following materials taught: the 
solar system, Athenian democracy, 
dangling modifiers, and the 
Founding Fathers?” Such items do 
not even appear.

new and unexpected verbs: to “direct” and to “control” the 
child’s activities.

After three more years at the Laboratory School, Dewey 
retu rned  to the pam phlet form at to share w hat he had 
learned in “The Child and the Curriculum .” Having ob
served the developm ent o f  his Laboratory School for six 
years, Dewey now concludes that he wants it to be simulta
neously child-centered and curriculum-centered. He is not 
proposing a compromise: He is promoting two complemen
tary viewpoints. The logician in Dewey found the analogy 
o f a continuum  connecting apparent, not real, opposites. 
W hat he wrote deserves to be looked at carefully:

T he child and the curriculum  are simply two limits which de
fine a single process. Just as two points define a straight line, so 
the present standpoint o f  the child and the facts and truths o f 
studies define instruction. It is continuous reconstruction, mov
ing from the child’s present experience out into that represented 
by the organized bodies o f tru th  that we call studies.

Elementary School, soon to be known as the Laboratory 
School, with himself as principal, his wife on the staff, and 
their children attending. The school opened in 1895 with
16 students.

More seriously and consequentially than I have done by 
serving on a school board in Vermont, Dewey went back to 
school in his late thirties. He built and ran a laboratory, 
showplace, proving-ground school. W hat concerns us here is 
what Dewey himself learned by going back to school in this 
enterprising, private, yet essentially democratic experiment.

In 1897, Dewey displayed the reformist zeal that inspired 
his experimental school in a pamphlet called “My Pedagogic 
Creed.” Two quotes reveal his progressive approach:

The child’s own instincts and powers furnish the material and 
give the starting point for all education.

I believe that there is, therefore, no succession o f studies in the 
ideal school curriculum .'

Two years later, Dewey published The School and Society, 
and one can see his progressivism beginning to incorporate 
some traditional ideas. In particular, one begins to hear two

Has Dewey now solved the problem o f the child and the 
curriculum, either for 1902 or for 2005? No indeed. But 
something has happened. By going back to school, to his 
own school, Dewey allowed practice to guide theory to a 
sturdy synthesis. T he L aboratory  School under Dewey 
began to set, and then maintain, a year-by-year curriculum 
to guide the developing experience o f the children. This 
major development in Dewey’s thought and practice points 
back to my original quandary and presents a balanced un
derstanding of the role o f “the organized bodies o f truth that 
we call studies”— that is, a coherent curriculum.

N ewly elected to the school board in Vermont, I had 
learned that in 600 pages o f official docum ents, 
there was no attem pt to lay out a curriculum— that 
the program of studies was essentially rudderless. I went on 

to explore Vermont statutes and regulations pertaining to 
curriculum . These perfunctory-sounding rules distribute 
power and responsibility among three parties: the state, dis
tricts, and individual schools.

The legislature has assigned to the State Board of Educa
tion the responsibility to set standards for student perfor
mance, and to the 60 supervisory boards in the state, the re
sponsibility “to coordinate curriculum  plans am ong the 
sending and receiving schools” in their districts. The School 
Quality Standards issued by the Vermont Departm ent o f Ed
ucation stipulate: “Each school shall make continual and 
steady progress in the alignment of local curriculum consis
tent with the [State] Framework [of Standards] or compara
ble standards” and “each school shall evaluate and review the 
curriculum on a periodic basis.”

I interpret this overlapping legal language to mean that 
responsibility for setting curriculum lies with “each school,” 
subject to the “coordination” o f the supervisory board and in 
accordance with state standards. Thus, the principle of local 
contro l rem ains unm en tio n ed  and  presum ably unch a l
lenged. District boards can only “coordinate” the curricula 
o f district schools; the state board can only establish “stan
dards” for the schools’ curricula. Those state standards are 
deliberately kept vague, if  not empty, for fear o f infringing 
on local control.
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Excerpt from Vermont Reading Standards
PreI<-4 5-8 9-12

Reading Comprehension
1.3 S tudents read for m eaning, d em onstra ting  bo th  initial understand ing  and  personal response to w hat is read. T h is is evident when 

students:

a. C o m p reh en d  g rade-appropria te  m ate
rials;

b. Analyze and  in terp ret features o f  a 
variety  o f  types o f  text; and,

c. M ake connections am ong  various 
parts o f  a text, am ong  several texts, 
and  betw een texts and o th er experi
ences in and  o u t o f  school.

Evidence PreK-4 applies, plus—
d. M ake extensions/applications o f  a 

text;
e. Identify  the textual struc tu re  an d /o r 

the technical, artistic, and  literary 
conventions o f  text; and,

f. Explain the m eaning o f  various form s 
o f  representation  (e.g., narrative, 
graphical, cartographic, sym bolic, 
m athem atical).

Evidence PreK-8 applies, p lus—  
Analyze, in terpret, and evaluate texts 
p roduced  for a w ide range o f  purposes 
and  audiences, includ ing  their cu l
tural, political, and aesthetic contexts.

Reading Range o f Text
1.4 Students com prehend  and respond to a range o f  m edia, images, and  text (e.g., poetry, narrative, in form ation , technical) for a variety 

o f  purposes (e.g., reading for pleasure as well as reading to develop u n derstand ing  and  expertise). T h is is evident w hen students:

Evidence PreK-4 applies. Evidence PreK-8 applies.
a. Read at least 25 books in a year, 

choosing h igh-quality  m aterials from  
classic and  m odern  literature and  p u b 
lic discourse o r their equivalent in 
magazines, newspapers, textbooks, 
m edia, and  technical works;

b. R ead a t least three  different kinds 
(genres) o f  p rin ted  m aterials and  at 
least five different writers;

c. Read prim ary  and  secondary sources; 
and,

d. Read at least four books (or book  
equivalents) ab o u t one issue or subject, 
o r four books by a single writer, or 
four books in one genre, and  d em o n 
strate  such reading th rough  speaking, 
w riting , o r o th er appropria te  m eans.

An excerpt o f  reading “standards” from  Vermont’s Framework o f Standards and Learning Opportunities, published by the Ver
mont State Board o f  Education. English courses at Vermont public schools are based on these standards.

In practice, the result is an elaborate game of “Apres vous, 
Gaston. ” Everyone gestures to the other parties to go first 
through the door o f setting a genuine course o f study. In my 
district, the Curriculum Guidelines in each content area are 
drawn up by a committee representing all five elementary 
schools, one high school, and the superintendents office. 
Great pains are taken to make the Guidelines “standards- 
based”— th a t is, a tten tive  to (“aligned w ith”) the state 
Framework o f  Standards, as well as “coordinated” among dif
ferent schools. In this elaborate ritual o f deciding on the cur
riculum  at three levels— local, supervisory district, and 
state— all specific content drains away. Scores of people in 
every one o f the 60 Vermont districts spend weeks thinking 
up fuzzy professional language to compensate for the ab
sence o f a specific curriculum.

High over the general melee I have been describing hovers

the great raptor: I refer to the elusive yet commanding term 
“standards.” No one can define them. No one can oppose 
them. No one can use them to write a curriculum. But is the 
mystery so great? In my understanding o f our language, a 
standard (a required level of attainm ent in a defined activity) 
cannot exist in education without a curriculum to define the 
activity or field of study. We cannot “set the bar” higher or 
lower unless everyone involved knows the rules of the game 
and how to measure inches and feet.

Somehow, the laborious, confusing, 600-page “standards- 
based curriculum guidelines” drawn up for my Vermont dis
trict do not prevent a basic education from reaching a fair 
number of students in Vermont. Still, I’m convinced that we 
could do better and also save time and money.

All this I learned during four years sitting on two school 
boards.
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Fiction, Nonfiction, and Drama
A. Short Stories

“The Bet” (Anton Chekov)
“Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment” (Nathaniel Hawthorne) 
“God Sees the Truth But Waits” (Leo Tolstoy)
“An Honest T hief” (Fyodor Dostoyevsky)
“The Open Boat” (Stephen Crane)

B. Novels
Anim al Farm (George Orwell)
The Good Earth (Pearl S. Buck)

C. Elements o f  Fiction
• Review:

plot and setting 
theme
point of view in narration: omniscient narrator, 

unreliable narrator, third person limited, first 
person

conflict: external and internal 
suspense and climax

• Characterization:
as delineated through a character’s thoughts, words, 

and deeds; through the narrator’s description; 
and through what other characters say 

flat and round; static and dynamic 
motivation
protagonist and antagonist

• Tone and diction

Essays and Speeches
“Ask not what your country can do for you”

(John F. Kennedy’s Inaugural Address)
“I have a dream”; “Letter from Birmingham Jail” 

(Martin Luther King, Jr.)
“Death of a Pig” (E. B. White)
“The Marginal W orld” (Rachel Carson)

E. Autobiography
Selections from I  Know Why the Caged Bird Sings 

(Maya Angelou)

F. Drama
• Twelfth Night (William Shakespeare)
• Elements of Drama

Review:
tragedy and comedy
aspects o f conflict, suspense, and characterization 
soliloquies and asides 

Farce and satire
Aspects of performance and staging 

actors and directors 
sets, costumes, props, lighting, music 
presence o f an audience

G. Literary Terms
• Irony: verbal, situational, dramatic
• Flashbacks and foreshadowing
• Hyperbole, oxymoron, parody

Excerpt from Core Knowledge English Curriculum— Grade 8
D.

An excerpt from the Core Knowledge Sequence (1999), a curriculum that the author determines would be ideal for his school district. It is 
currently being used by nearly 500 K 8  schools and is published by the Core Knowledge Foundation.

W hat Dewey learned by going back to school can be told 
more briefly. He knew more to begin with. He learned to ac
knowledge not one but two centers in school: both the child 
and the subject matter to be taught to the child. He found 
the fit between those two half-truths. Between 1896 and 
1902 in Chicago, Dewey changed his mind and recognized 
the need for a coherent K-12 curriculum.

Furthermore, his conversion to a sequenced, specific cur
riculum  throws light on a com plaint often heard today 
about standardized tests: namely, that tests oblige teachers to 
teach to the test. But just reflect for a minute. The reason 
for teaching to the test is not the m andated existence of 
tests. It is the lam entable absence o f a clear curriculum . 
I f  there’s no coherent curricidum to teach to and to base tests on, 
then one has to teach to the test. Here lies the great pedagogi
cal short-circuit and breakdown, brought on by the empty 
promises and dummy documents called “standards.” W ith
out a specific curriculum, there can be no standards.

Finding a Curriculum
I don’t have to go back to the Greeks and Romans, or to the 
trivium and quadrivium, in order to make the simple point 
that today, the only way to assure sustained attention to a 
true liberal arts program in a school is to embed it in the

curriculum adopted by the school. A teacher here and there 
trying out Ovid or Dickens or a chapter o f Tocqueville may 
ignite the intellectual curiosity o f a few students and de
serves every encouragement. But a curriculum that specifies 
a judicious selection of great books and perennial topics will 
allow that intellectual excitement to spread further and to 
attain the added rewards o f “commonality.” Yet, I have vis
ited class after class in which the choice of reading is left en
tirely to the student. Commonality of reading and study, not 
to be confused with lock-step, is neglected in favor of stu
dent choice and personalized learning.

Now, I am not so optimistic as to believe that my supervi
sory district will soon develop a genuine curriculum, and 
even a liberal arts program. I do not foresee that 65 teachers 
at Mt. Abraham Union High School, seconded by the dis
trict board and the Mt. Abe board and the teachers of the 
five feeder elementary schools along with their boards, will 
soon decide to draft a grade-by-grade, content-rich, specific, 
flexible, teacher-friendly, and teacher-proof curriculum —  
and then be able to adopt it.

Yet, I believe that the accompanying deliberations would 
stir up the school and parents in a healthy and fruitful way. I 
would love to hear members of our community discussing 
the Founding Fathers and Huckleberry Finn, and the separa
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tion of Church and State.
There is an alternative. It’s even a legal and simple course 

o f  action, though  uncom m on. T he overriding principle 
here, partly embodied as I have shown in statutory law, is 
local control. Each school sets its own curriculum, coordi
nates it with other schools’ curriculums in the district as di
rected by the superin tendent, and bases it on Vermont’s 
Framework o f  Standards. Nothing says a school or a district 
has to  d ra ft and  w rite  its cu rricu lu m  d o cu m en t from  
scratch. And right here my Vermont district displays a cer
tain tim idity and conformity in regularly revising its own 
curriculum  guidelines. T he existing docum ents are pre
vented from providing a specific grade-by-grade content by 
their arrangement into three clumps o f four grades each. As 
can be seen from the excerpts presented on page 32, the very 
layout of these documents precludes a sequential curricu
lum.

The alternative would set aside existing Vermont curricu
lum documents. My district can examine and evaluate and fi
nally select one from among a number o f independent, off- 
the-shelf curricula now available, both public and propri
etary. The New York State Board of Regents, the Interna
tional Baccalaureate, Success for All, the Edison Project, the 
Core Knowledge Sequence, D irect Instruction, America’s 
Choice— all of these programs make differing claims. Having 
spent m uch time in the past three years scrutinizing these 
programs and their curricula, I can say that each of these may 
offer schools something very useful. But, I have found only 
one curriculum that moves grade-by-grade (in this case K-8), 
that uses simple lists o f specific content, does not prescribe 
teaching methods (which can be done locally), is cross-refer- 
enced, and that turns out to be informative and even a plea
sure to read. The Core Knowledge Sequence (now in its third 
edition), prepared and published by the Core Knowledge 
Foundation in Charlottesville, Va., accomplishes all this in a 
no-frills 200-page booklet currently being used by nearly 500 
K-8 schools. (See the excerpt in the box on p. 33.) The mov
ing spirit here is the dedicated teacher-scholar E.D. Hirsch, 
Jr.2 Everyone concerned about what is being taught in our 
public schools should examine the Core Knowledge Sequence. 
The considered selection of such a curriculum by my district 
would represent the full and proper exercise of local control 
and a means o f coordinating the preparation o f students in 
the five elementary schools feeding Mt. Abe.

For some schools and for some teachers, so specific a pro
gram o f study would represent a fundamental change, al
most a conversion, and would have to be carefully imple
mented. W ith the help o f the Core Knowledge Foundation 
School D epartm ent, hundreds o f  schools have made the 
transition. For the m ost part, teachers, students, parents, 
and administrators have been satisfied with the results. In a 
school setting it helps enormously when all parties can find 
out easily just what is being taught in any course and how 
the sequence fits together to cover the ground.1

Vermont has offered its school districts and schools the 
opportunity to choose the best off-the-shelf curriculum. I’m 
not a paid lobbyist. I merely hope to demonstrate to my dis
trict with its six schools and seven boards, and to anyone 
concerned with school curriculum, that the Core Knowledge

Dewey now concludes that he 
wants his Laboratory School 
to be simultaneously child- 
centered and curriculum-centered. 
He is not proposing a 
compromise: He is promoting 
two complementary viewpoints.

Sequence embodies the dynamic balance that Dewey discov
ered while running the Laboratory School— the balance be
tween the developing child and the mature curriculum.

And just think, students in my district and in other dis
tricts might learn to understand references to my proposal as 
“quixotic.” For in the Core Knowledge Sequence that I am 
championing, episodes from Cervantes’ novel appear promi
nently in the fifth-grade English curriculum.

Notes
1 See John Dewey, Dewey on Education: Selections, edited and with an

introduction by M artin S. Dworkin. Teachers College, Colum bia 
University, 1959, pp. 20, 25, 27.

2 For an article describing E .D . H irsch’s general approach, see his
“T he Primal Scene in Education,” The New York Review, M arch 2, 
1989.

3 Full information on the activities and publications (including videos)
o f  the Core Knowledge Foundation  is available at its W eb site: 
w w w .corek now ledge.org .
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The “AYP” Blues

Low-Achieving Schools Will Fail— but They’re Not the Only Ones

By Nancy Kober

Each year, sta tes release lists o f  
schools and school districts tha t 
have not made “adequate yearly 

p ro g ress” (AYP) in  ra is in g  s tu d e n t 
achievement. Schools and districts ap
pear on these lists because they  have 
fallen short of one or more of the annual 
test score targets and/or other performance 
benchmarks set by states to comply with the 
federal No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB).

This process o f m onitoring and reporting on adequate 
yearly progress is a central concept of NCLB. It is meant to 
highlight schools and districts that aren’t performing as well 
as they should and to stimulate actions that will improve 
teaching and learning. To make AYP, schools and districts 
must:

■ Ensure that a state-determined percentage of students in 
every major subgroup— including major racial and ethnic 
m inority groups as well as low-income students, disabled 
students, and English language learners— scores at the “pro
ficient” level on state achievement tests in reading and m ath
ematics;

■ Test at least 95 percent o f the students in each subgroup 
and overall;

■ Meet at least one other state-determined academic indica
tor— graduation rates for high schools and attendance rates 
or another indicator for elementary and middle schools.

The percentage of students expected to score at the profi
cient level must go up over time until it reaches a goal of 
100 percent o f students achieving proficiency by 2014. The 
grade levels tested for AYP also increase over time.

Schools that do not make AYP for one year are placed on a

Nancy Kober is a consultant to the Center on Education Policy 
and co-author and editor o f  the Center’s annual reports on 
NCLB. This article is an adaptation o f  the September 2004  
issue o f  CEP’s Test Talk for Leaders. The fu ll version is avail
able in CEP’s Web site at www.ccp-dc.org/testing/

“watch list” and must improve their 
performance the next school year 

to  avoid fu tu re  consequences. 
Schools that receive funds under 
the federal T itle I program face 
increasingly serious sanctions if  

they fail to make AYP for multiple 
years. After two consecutive years of 

falling short, these schools are identified 
for improvement. They must develop a spe

cific plan to boost student achievement, and their school dis
trict must reserve a portion of its Title I money to finance 
transportation  for students who choose to transfer to a 
higher-performing public school. After three or more consec
utive years of missing the mark, their district must use a por
tion of its Title I funds to pay for tutoring services, and Title I 
schools are subject to stiffer sanctions, ending with replace
ment of administrative and/or teaching staff, restructuring of 
school governance, or takeover by a private managem ent 
company or the state.

For three years, the Center on Education Policy (CEP) 
has been conducting a comprehensive national study of fed
eral, state, and local implementation of the No Child Left 
Behind Act. This work has shed light on various reasons 
why a school or school district may fail to make AYP.1 Sim
ply put, low-achieving schools will fail to make AYP, but not 
all schools that fail to make AYP are performing poorly.

W hy Could a School Fail to Make AYP?
Here are some of the most im portant reasons why schools 
miss AYP targets.2

1. Some schools are doing a poor job 
o f educating students.
The most obvious reason why some schools do not make

1 As this article goes to press, the U.S. D epartm ent o f Education has 
announced that states will be given greater flexibility, so some o f the is
sues presented here may be addressed by changing regulations.
2 For a more comprehensive discussion o f reasons why schools fail to 
make AYP, see w w w .cep-dc.org/pubs/T estT alk /C E P T estT alk3.pdf.
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AYP is because they are not adequately educating students. 
O ften these schools fall short in several areas. They may 
have low test scores overall, as well as for specific subgroups 
o f students, and they may also have low graduation rates or 
poor attendance rates. These are the kinds o f schools that 
NCLB accountability was intended to highlight. For these 
schools, being identified for improvement can bring techni
cal assistance, additional resources, and other supports to 
help them do better. It can also mean a loss of enrollments, 
if parents take advantage of the NCLB choice option, and a 
diversion of school district Title I funds to pay for student 
transportation to choice schools or off-site private tutoring 
services.

2. Schools with diverse enrollments often have a more 
difficult time making AYP than small or relatively 
homogenous schools because they must meet 
performance targets for more subgroups.
Even if a school’s overall test scores exceed state AYP targets, 
the school will fail to make AYP if just one student subgroup 
misses the mark. Consequently, more diverse schools and 
districts have a tougher time making AYP than less diverse 
ones because they have more subgroups large enough to 
count for AYP (for more inform ation on m inim um  sub
group sizes, see item three). CEP’s study (2005) found that 
significantly more urban and very large districts had schools 
that did not make AYP for one or more years than did sub
urban, rural, or small districts. This is partly because urban 
and very large districts tend to have more subgroups that 
count for AYP.

Schools with subgroups may not make AYP because they 
aren’t doing a good job educating students in certain sub
groups. They may also be making some progress with their 
subgroups, but not enough progress to meet the AYP target 
(for more on this, see item four). Or, they may not make 
AYP simply because each additional subgroup creates an ad
ditional chance for test score fluctuations (see “Accountabil
ity 101” on p. 38).

3. Whether a school makes AYP depends on 
which state it is located in.
The proportion  o f  schools not making AYP varies enor
mously from state to state. Based on 2003-04 testing, less 
than five percent of the public schools in Wisconsin did not 
make AYP, compared with about 76 percent in Florida (Wis
consin Departm ent of Public Instruction, 2004; Florida De
partm ent of Education, 2004). At least some of this dispar
ity is the result of different state policies for implementing 
AYP, rather than differences in student learning. Because of 
these differences, comparisons o f state AYP lists are not a 
meaningful indicator of the quality of schools in one state 
versus another.

T he No Child Left Behind Act lets states make several 
key decisions about their accountability systems. For exam
ple, each state:

■ Determines its own curriculum standards;

■ Develops or chooses its own tests to measure progress to
ward its standards;

■ Decides where to set the cut scores on state tests to define 
“proficient” performance for AYP;

■ Sets targets beyond the starting point3 for the percentage 
o f students that must score at the proficient level each year, 
as long as these targets rise periodically and are set at 100 
percent proficient by 2014;

■ Decides how large subgroups m ust be in order to be 
counted for AYP;

■ Decides whether to use statistical methods like confidence 
intervals to compensate for test score fluctuations stemming 
from factors unrelated to learning (see “Accountability 101” 
on p. 38);

■ Selects and sets standards for determ ining high school 
graduation rates and, in grades three through eight, chooses 
another indicator of performance, such as attendance.

Together, these decisions affect how easy or hard it is for 
schools to make AYP.

One area o f state difference relates to test difficulty, test 
cut scores, and targets for the percentage of students reach
ing proficiency. Some states use less rigorous tests while oth
ers administer harder tests. Some states have lower cut scores 
for proficient performance while others have higher ones. In 
2004-05, Tennessee fourth-graders had to correctly answer 
36 percent of the items on the state test to achieve the profi
cient level in language arts, while New York fourth-graders 
had to get 67 percent right (Tennessee Department of Edu
cation; New York State D epartm ent o f Education, 2005). 
Some states have set steadily rising targets for the percentage 
o f students that must score at proficient levels on the way to 
100 percent proficiency, while o ther states have “back- 
loaded” their trajectories, setting relatively low targets in the 
early years and calling for faster progress in later years. By 
the law’s formula, Oregon, for example, had a starting target 
o f 39 percent proficient in math in 2002-03 and chose to 
increase it to 49 percent in 2004-05 (Oregon Departm ent of 
Education). Virginia had a starting target o f 58.4 percent 
proficient in math in 2002-03 and chose to increase it to 70 
percent proficient in 2004-05 (Virginia Board o f Educa
tion). A lthough some states w ith higher cut scores have 
lower proficiency targets and vice versa, this is not always 
the case; the interactions o f test difficulty, cut scores, and 
proficiency targets do not seem to follow a clear pattern. 
Studies have shown, however, that students with exactly the 
same knowledge and skills would miss the proficiency target 
in some states and easily surpass it in others (Helderman and 
Mui, 2003).

State differences in m inim um  subgroup size also influ
ence whether a school makes AYP. In New Mexico, a sub
group m ust include at least 25 students to be separately 
counted for AYP purposes, while in Virginia the m inim um  
size is 50 students (New Mexico State D epartm ent o f Edu
cation; Virginia Board o f Education). During the past year, 
several states increased their m inim um  subgroup size, in ef-

3 Each state’s starting  p o in t is calculated through a form ula in the 
NCLB law.
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A school in a poor 
neighborhood that 
steadily boosted its 
achievement from 
25 percent proficient
in 2004-05 to 
40 percent in 2007-08 
could fail to make AYP.

feet making it easier for schools to meet AYP targets be
cause fewer schools have subgroups large enough to count 
(CEP, 2005).

4. A school could raise achievement for struggling 
students but still not make AYP if  these students score 
below the proficient level.
Rather than tracking the progress o f individual students, 
AYP is generally based on the percentage of students reach
ing a fixed proficiency target. Students who score far below 
the proficient level have much more ground to cover than 
students who are closer to proficiency. But with few excep
tions, schools do not receive AYP credit for improving the 
achievement o f these lowest-performing students. N or do 
they get credit for raising the achievement of high-perform- 
ing students who have already reached proficiency.

Consider two hypothetical schools (portrayed in the fig
ure on the right) in a state with an AYP target o f 50 percent 
proficient in math for 2004-05, rising to 70 percent profi
cient in 2007-08. A school in which 70 percent o f students 
already score proficient could post no gains (or could even 
show declines) for a few years and still make AYP through 
2007-08. But a school in a poor neighborhood that steadily 
boosted its achievement from 25 percent proficient in 2004- 
2005 to 40 percent in 2007-08 would fail to make AYP. In 
short, the first school could stagnate, while students and 
teachers in the second school could easily become discour
aged because their gains don’t count. The same situation 
could arise with high-performing and low-performing sub
groups.

NCLB’s “safe harbor” provision offers an exception to this 
principle by giving credit for significant improvements below 
the proficient level. If a school does not meet state AYP tar
gets, but it reduces by 10 percent the share of students scor
ing below proficient and also makes progress on the state’s 
other academic indicator, then it will make AYP under safe 
harbor. For example, if 75 percent of the students in a high

school score below proficient one 
year, and  6 7 .5  p e rc e n t score 
below proficient the next year, 
and the graduation rate increases 
sufficiently, the school will make 
AYP. Even so, safe h a rb o r is a 
challenge because each m ajo r 
subgroup tha t misses the fixed 
AYP targets must separately meet 
the 10 percent improvement cri
teria to qualify for safe harbor.

E xceptions also exist in  the 
limited num ber o f states that use a performance index as 
part o f their NCLB accountability systems. These states, 
which include Massachusetts, Minnesota, New York, and a 
few others, give schools or districts partial credit toward AYP 
for partially proficient students (American Federation of 
Teachers, n .d .). M innesota, for example, assigns half an 
index point for each student reaching the partially proficient 
level and one full point for each student reaching the profi
cient level. These indices may help some improving schools 
make AYP that otherwise would have failed. Only a handful 
o f states have sought approval for index systems from the 
U.S. Department of Education.

5. AYP hurdles become more numerous 
and higher over time.
By 2006, students must be tested yearly in reading and math 
in grades 3 through 8 and once during grades 10 to 12. By 
2007-08, students must be tested in science, too, although 
states can decide whether to include science results in their 
AYP calculations. M any states are still phasing in all the

High-Achieving vs. 
High-Performing Schools
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NCLB-required tests. In 2004-05, about half the states were 
adm inistering reading and m ath tests in all the required 
grades, and  23 states were adm in is te rin g  science tests 
(Olson, 2004). The expansion of testing to additional grades 
in many states and to another subject in some states could 
create more opportunities for schools to miss AYP targets.

Even more significantly, the AYP hurdles get higher over 
time as states move closer to 100 percent proficiency. Given 
the normal fluctuations that occur in yearly test scores (see 
“Accountability 101” below), it is unrealistic to expect every 
school and district to post steady achievement gains year 
after year. In addition, several states and districts participat
ing in CEP’s study (2005) thought that the requirement of 
100 percent proficiency was unrealistic, particularly for the

subgroups of students with disabilities and English language 
learners. W hether or not schools surmount the current set of 
AYP hurdles, the bar continues to rise. An analysis o f AYP 
trends in C onnecticut (which is consistently one o f the 
highest-scoring states on the National Assessment of Educa
tional Progress) concluded that as expectations are raised 
and more grades are tested, 90 percent o f the elementary 
and middle schools in the state will fail to meet AYP targets 
by 2014 (Frahm, 2004). O ther states have projected similar 
outcomes.

6. AYP is determined largely by looking at whether the 
students in the tested grades o f  a school reach fixed pro
ficiency targets each year. Changes in the composition o f

Accountability 101: Tests Are Blunt Instruments
Large-scale tests like those used for 

NCLB have advantages over less 
standardized forms of measurement. 
They can provide results that are more 
consistent and useful for comparisons 
than those from assessments based on 
individual judgment. They can also 
produce extensive information about 
student performance at lower costs and 
with less testing time than many other 
forms of assessment. Because large- 
scale tests are developed in a scientific 
manner and report results in numbers, 
many people assume they are very pre
cise. But even well-designed tests have 
limitations that should be considered 
by users o f AYP and other test-based 
data.

As testing experts often note, a test 
score is more like an estimate than an 
exact measurement. If a student took 
the same test on consecutive days w ith
out studying in between, the student’s 
scores may still vary due to factors un
related to learning, such as the sample 
o f questions on the particular test ver
sion, the student’s physical condition 
or state of mind, lucky guesses, or er
rors in recording answers. Aggregate 
scores for a group of students—  
whether a school, classroom, or 
NCLB-defined subgroup— may also

This sidebar is an adaptation o f  the 
October 2002 issue o/Test Talk for 
Leaders published by the Center on 
Edtication Policy. The original is 
available on CEP’s Web site at 
www. cep-dc. org/testing/.

fluctuate due to factors unrelated to 
teaching and learning, such as yearly 
changes in the test-taking population.

Here are some aspects of testing that 
could produce these types of test score 
fluctuations:

a. A test is a sample o f  all possible 
questions that could be asked about 
a subject. The questions on a test are 
merely a sample of the vast store of 
knowledge and skills in a subject like 
math. A test that lasts a few hours can’t 
possibly address all the important top
ics, concepts, or math skills that stu
dents are expected to learn during the 
school year.

Test developers try to minimize the 
impact of this form of sampling varia
tion by selecting questions that cover a 
representative sample of important 
knowledge and skills in the subject 
being tested. They also try to ensure 
that different versions of the same test 
(developed for security reasons and to 
limit teaching to the test) are parallel 
in content and difficulty. Still, there 
will always be students who would 
have scored higher if a particular test 
version had included a different sample 
of questions that they happened to 
know well.

b. A test administration is a sample 
o f a student’s behavior at a single 
point in time. O n any given day, a va
riety of external factors— a headache, 
an argument with a parent that m orn
ing, a jackhammer or barking dog out
side the school— could negatively af

fect a student’s performance. If the test 
had been given at another time, the 
student might have scored higher.

W hen student scores are combined 
across a large enough group, fluctua
tions in individual test scores due to 
sampling variations in test questions 
and external conditions tend to offset 
each other. For example, the uncharac
teristically low performance of a stu
dent with a headache on test day 
might be offset by the unexpectedly 
high score of another student who felt 
rested and confident and made a few 
lucky guesses. Since AYP is calculated 
by looking at the percentages of stu
dents scoring at the state-set “profi
cient” level on state tests, the scores of 
a few students can mean the difference 
between making or not making AYP, 
especially when it comes to subgroups, 
which include fewer students.

c. Yearly changes in the test-taking 
population can produce fluctuations 
in aggregate test scores. As any
teacher can attest, each year’s group of 
students represents a unique mix of 
economic, linguistic, and racial/ethnic 
backgrounds and different capabilities, 
personalities, and behavior. Coundess 
factors can change the composition of 
test-takers from year to year in ways 
that affect aggregate scores. Family in
come, for example, is a strong predic
tor of student test scores, so the loss of 
a major manufacturer could increase 
poverty and lead to lower aggregate test 
scores for a school in that community.
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the test-taking population could affect the ability o f one 
years group to meet the fixed targets, especially for 
smaller schools or subgroups.
T he com position  o f  a class, school, or subgroup often 
varies from year to year in ways that can affect test scores. 
Students move in and out o f the district. One year’s group 
could have an unusually high num ber o f English language 
learners due to an influx o f immigrant children. The loss 
o f a major m anufacturer could mean higher poverty and 
more family d isruption. These year-to-year changes can 
make AYP determinations unreliable, especially for smaller 
schools or subgroups or in states that do not apply statisti
cal tools such as confidence intervals (see “Accountability 
101” below).

What Does This Mean 
for Schools and Districts?
All o f the factors m entioned above, plus others not cited 
here, create a long, difficult course with many hurdles that 
schools and districts must traverse to make AYP. Moreover, 
the sanctions are the same for schools that miss by a little or 
miss by a lot. For this reason, some educators, researchers, 
and policymakers have concluded that the current AYP re
quirements are unrealistic or unfair.

N onetheless, the NCLB requirem ents have produced 
some positive outcom es. They have pushed schools and 
communities to pay more attention to children and sub-

(Continued on page 48)

O r a school could experience an in
flux of immigrants, adding more En
glish language learners to the test-tak- 
ing population. This year’s third grade 
(a tested grade in many states) could 
have a higher share of students with se
vere disabilities than last year’s third 
grade. A cluster o f students with be
havioral problems could create an un
usually disruptive classroom environ
ment. An exodus of high-achieving 
students from neighborhood schools to 
private or charter schools or construc
tion of an upscale housing develop
ment in the neighborhood could 
change the test-taking group in mean
ingful ways.

If the number of test-takers is large, 
these types of yearly changes may have 
little effect. But in a relatively small 
group (fewer than 100 students, ac
cording to Haney, 2002), annual 
changes in group composition can pro
duce wider fluctuations because each 
student’s score has a greater impact on 
the aggregate. W ith the average ele
mentary school containing only 68 
students per grade, score instability is 
not unusual. It is also common among 
schools with high mobility or very di
verse enrollments.

These fluctuations matter because 
under NCLB, aggregate scores of stu
dents in tested grades and subgroups 
are used to make judgments about the 
effectiveness of the entire school.
W hen a school fails to make AYP, peo
ple generally don’t consider whether 
the students tested that year are truly

representative of the broader universe 
of students served by that school across 
the years, and as a result, they don’t 
question what the test scores truly say 
about the school’s effectiveness.

d. Most, though not all, states use 
confidence intervals to compensate 
for test score variations. Recognizing 
that tests are not precise instruments, 
some states are using a statistical tool 
called “confidence intervals” to make 
allowances for score fluctuations unre
lated to changes in achievement. 
Somewhat like the margin of error in a 
public opinion poll, a confidence in
terval creates a window around the 
state AYP target of plus or minus a few 
points. Test results that fall slightly 
below the target but within the win
dow are counted as having met the tar
get, so confidence intervals make it 
somewhat less likely that a school or 
subgroup will fail to make AYP due to 
chance fluctuations. The size of the 
window is determined by two factors: 
the number of students tested and the 
degree of confidence that test adminis
trators wish to have in the accuracy of 
the results. The smaller the group of 
students tested, the wider the window.

Imagine that 40 percent o f the stu
dents in a school score at the proficient 
level in math. Using a 95 percent con
fidence interval, test administrators 
can be 95 percent certain that the true 
achievement of the school falls within 
a range o f 35 to 45 percent proficient. 
If the AYP target is 42 percent profi

cient, then the school makes AYP be
cause its score falls within the window. 
If test administrators want to be 99 
percent confident that true achieve
ment falls within the window, then the 
window would have to be much wider.

The majority o f states currently use 
confidence intervals for various AYP 
decisions, more than in earlier years 
(Center on Education Policy, 2005). In 
states that do not use confidence inter
vals, one school could be labeled as 
low-performing while another is 
deemed adequate, even though there’s 
no meaningful difference between 
their aggregate scores.

Sampling variation in test questions 
and external conditions and 

changes in group composition can pro
duce yearly fluctuations in test scores 
unrelated to educational effectiveness. 
A school’s test score trends across sev
eral years can provide a trustworthy in
dicator of student achievement, but a 
single year’s scores may or may not be 
a good indicator of the quality of 
teaching and learning in a school.

-N .K .
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Ideas to Consider: How to Make AYP Work 
Better for Students and Their Schools
There is a growing consensus that, as 
described in  the previous article, the 
formula fo r  determining whether a school 
has made adequate yearly progress (AYP) 
is deeply flawed. These flaws can produce 
misjudgments about a school’s effectiveness 
a n d  then, under N C L B , trigger 
consequences tha t impede, rather than 
support, school im provem ent. (For 
example, a school that is improving could 
be shut down or turned into a charter.) 
Here are ideas culled from the worlds o f  
policy a n d  research on a fe w  ways to 
overcome some o fA YP ’s main problems.

— E d i t o r s

1. Establish ambitious, but attain
able, goals for how much progress 
schools should make.
Goals for school progress mandated by 
an accountability system should be am
bitious, but they also should be realisti
cally obtainable with sufficient effort. 
At the very least, there needs to be an 
existence proof. That is, there should be 
evidence that the goal set for all schools 
does not exceed what has been accom
plished by those schools that have made 
the greatest progress. For example, you 
could identify  the 10-20 percent o f 
high-poverty schools that had the great
est average rate of increase over three to 
five years and establish that rate of im
provement as a target to shoot for. That 
would be a great challenge to the vast 
majority o f schools, but it might be a 
target that is w ithin reach w ith suffi
cient effort. Such evidence-based per
form ance goals are necessary under 
AYP— and w ould  be necessary in a 
value-added system as well.

— R o b e r t  L i n n ,
Distinguished Professor o f  Education, 

University o f  Colorado at Boulder

The comment by Chester Finn and Frederick 
Hess is drawn from  “On leaving no child 
behind” in the Fall 2004 issue o/Public 
Interest. M ichael Barber’s comment is 
drawn from a lecture he gave at Boston 
University that is published in the current 
issue o f  the Journal o f Education.

2. Evaluate schools based on 
students’ progress, not their status, 
using a genuine “value-added” 
system.
M any critics o f  No Child Left Behind’s 
AYP provisions point to two related prob
lems with the current system that teachers 
immediately understand: First, how well 
kids do in school depends partly on things 
that happen to them outside o f  school, es
pecially at home. Second, schools shouldn’t 
be judged simply on their students abso
lute test scores (since so much o f  that de
pends on out-of-school factors); they 
should be judged by how much progress 
they help their students make— their 
“value added. ” Here’s the view o f  one 
statistician.

Adequate yearly progress (according 
to NCLB) is primarily determined by 
the p ro p o rtio n  o f  s tuden ts  w ho are 
“proficient” on the state’s accountability 
te s t. It d ep en d s  on  th e  s tu d e n ts ’ 
achievement status at a point in time. 
O ne concern w ith using achievement 
status for accountability is that it de
pends largely on factors unrelated to 
school quality (such as what a child al
ready knows when he enters k inder
garten, what he learns during the sum
mer, etc.) and is highly correlated with 
family a ttribu tes such as wealth and 
parents’ level o f  education. Critics of 
NCLB and AYP often complain that by 
focusing on achievement status, the law 
evaluates school quality based on fac
tors that are unrelated to schooling.

A potential alternative that is gaining

popularity am ong researchers, educa
tors, and policymakers is to evaluate 
schools based on individual students’ 
growth in achievement. This is an intu
itively appealing idea because schools 
c o n tr ib u te  to s tu d e n t lea rn in g  and 
learning should be visible as growth in 
achievement, regardless of the students’ 
initial status. Studies find that although 
growth can also be related to family and 
neighborhood attributes, it is much less 
re la ted  th an  ach ievem ent sta tu s is. 
Therefore, measuring growth is seen as 
a way to focus on schooling inputs to 
education and is often referred to as 
“value-added” assessment. Value-added 
assessment systems follow individual 
s tu d e n ts ’ ach iev em en t over several 
years. The term should not be confused 
with other measures that compare suc
cessive cohorts o f  students (e.g., this 
year’s fourth-graders to last year’s), but 
do not report on how the same students 
do on tests over several years.

P roponents o f  value-added assess
ments argue that they more accurately 
portray  the actual quality  o f schools 
and point to the examples o f schools 
w ith low achievement status but high 
levels o f growth or schools w ith high 
levels of achievement but low growth to 
argue that value-added measures can 
truly identify high or low performing 
schools rather than merely identifying 
schools that serve high or low achieving 
populations. (For a hypothetical exam
ple, see the figure on p. 37.)

Value-added assessments clearly have 
their benefits, but there are challenges 
to overcome before states build them  
into their accountability systems. First, 
although they are an improvement over 
achievem ent status m easures, value- 
added assessments m ight not provide 
accurate measures o f schools’ contribu
tions to learning, and methods to ac
count for such errors are being devel
oped. Second, the statistical procedures 
used— such as adjustments to minimize 
the effects o f family and neighborhood 
attributes— are complex and lack the 
transparency that many people consider
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desirable in acco u n tab ility  systems. 
Third, measuring growth requires link
ing individual students’ scores across 
grades and places great demands on the 
tests to ensure tha t growth is due to 
student learning, not differences in the 
tests. M any state tests and data systems 
do not currently meet these rigorous re
quirements. Fourth, in order for value- 
added assessments to contribute to an 
evaluation o f school quality, standards 
for adequate grow th need to be set. 
However, meeting a standard of growth 
will not ensure meeting a standard of 
proficiency. As I heard one policymaker 
say, “How do you explain to parents 
that their children’s schools provided 
good value-added growth for the last 12 
years, but their children still failed to 
pass the state’s high school exit exam?” 
Possibly different standards o f growth 
will be required for different schools. 
For these (and other) reasons, any move 
to value-added accountability systems 
should be paired w ith well-designed 
evaluations to give us a better under
standing of the best uses o f the mea
sures and their potential limitations.

— D a n ie l  M c C a f f r e y ,
Statistician, The RAND Corporation

3. Require statistical safeguards.
But don’t use them to take the 
focus off o f  traditionally low- 
achieving groups.
As discussed in “A ccountability 101” 
(p. 38), there are many reasons, unre
lated to teaching and learning, why a 
school’s test scores might not accurately 
reflect the school’s quality. To help as
sure that these inaccuracies don’t lead 
schools to be misidentified, it’s critical 
that states make use o f such statistical 
safeguards as confidence intervals and 
multi-year averaging; not all states cur
rently do so. These safeguards are criti
cal to any accountability system, not 
just NCLB’s, and are even more impor
tan t when accountability is based on 
achievement growth.

The need for statistical safeguards is 
especially important when dealing with 
small groups, such as the subgroups 
identified by NCLB. Most states try to 
address this by establishing a minimum 
subgroup size— meaning that if a sub
group is too small, its progress won’t

count for AYP determination. Unfortu
nately, not only is this a rather crude 
statistical safeguard, but it also under
m ines N C L B ’s prom ise to “leave no 
child  b e h in d ” by allow ing states to 
avoid counting the test scores of small 
groups of disadvantaged children. Con
fidence intervals do a better job of en
suring statistical reliability by taking 
into account the statistical “margin of 
erro r” in the AYP calculation in the 
same way that public opinion polls in
clude a m argin o f error. Because the 
margin of error widens as subgroups get 
smaller, large minimum subgroup sizes 
are not needed— and more subgroups 
can count for AYP determinations.

Several states are now “gaming” AYP; 
by establishing excessively large m ini
mum subgroup sizes, especially for the 
special education subgroup, states seem 
to be focused primarily on reducing the 
number of subgroups counted in AYP 
determinations rather than on fairness 
and accuracy.

— H o w a r d  N e l s o n ,
Senior Researcher, American Federation o f  Teachers

4. Complement the evidence 
provided by test scores with 
on-the-ground observations.
In Britain, where greater school account
ability has also been introduced, an in 
spection system, in which framed inspec
tors observe schools, is used to complement 
the data produced by test scores. An aide 
to Britain’s prime minister explains one o f  
the reasons why.

Inspection enables a much more re
fined approach to dealing with school 
failure. Intervention in schools that are 
seriously underperforming— enabled by 
the development of accountability— has 
been hugely beneficial, but where the 
system depends purely on test results to 
determine school failure or success, it 
risks being far too crude. O ur interven
tions in failing schools are driven by the 
inspection system. Where a team of in
spectors judges a school to be failing 
(“in need o f special measures,” as the 
legal euphem ism  pu ts it), a second 
team o f inspectors follows up shortly 
afterwards to corroborate the judgment. 
This process enables real analysis— not 
just o f w hether perform ance is poor, 
but also why. In addition, it enables the

system to identify  and tackle failure 
even where it is masked by temporarily 
reasonable test results.

Once a school is in special measures, 
the inspectors return three times a year. 
Often within a year or 18 months, they 
are able to give a school a clean bill of 
health. O ur evidence suggests that in 
these circumstances, the expertise of the 
inspectors is hugely appreciated. For 
the principal and staff, these visits are 
sim ultaneously both  challenging and 
beneficial. They provide an expert com
mentary to the school on what is hap
pening. There is feedback on the im 
pact o f changes in leadership, standards 
o f  a t te n d a n c e  an d  b eh av io r, s ta f f  
morale, and the systems in place for 
grading work, dealing with pupils with 
special educational needs, and so on. 
These changes are the lead indicators 
th a t p o in t to im provem ents in test 
scores in the future. A system depend
ing purely on test scores both for inter
vening and for deciding w hether the 
in tervention has worked has no such 
s u b tle ty  an d  can  so m e tim e s  have 
destructive consequences.

— M ic h a e l  B a r b e r ,
Head o f  the Prime Minister's Delivery Unit, 

United Kingdom

5. Distinguish among schools that 
are progressing substantially, schools 
that need to improve, and schools 
that desperately need to improve.
NCLB should replace its all-or-nothing 
AYP calculation w ith a m ore flexible 
approach. One might, for example, dis
tinguish among schools that are making 
progress overall and in 90 percent or 
m ore o f  the ir dem ographic subcate
gories; those that are making progress 
overall but in less than 90 percent o f 
categories; and those failing to make ac
ceptable overall progress. Such a triage 
system would reduce the vast num ber 
o f m ostly okay schools tha t are now 
being  labeled as “n eed ing  im prove
m en t.” It w ould distinguish between 
those that are on the verge of succeed
ing and those that are catastrophically 
inadequate. It would enable states and 
districts to focus on repairing the latter.

— C h e s t e r  F i n n ,
President, Thomas B. Fordham Foundation,

and  F r e d e r i c k  H e s s ,
Director, Education Policy Studies,

American Enterprise Institute
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Content Matters
Sometimes Even More than We Think

By Duncan Larcombe

Teachers and schools are often chided for focusing on 
“academic"content— and urged to be more relevant.
The following news article is a tribute to all those teachers who 
know that basic content is relevant— and who devote 
their lives to teaching it.

— Editors

Just two weeks earlier she had learned about the horrific 
waves. H er geography teacher Andrew Kearney said, “She 
was particularly captivated by this force o f nature and its 
effects.” Tilly turned to Penny and insisted, “Mummy, we 
must get off the beach now. I think there is going to be a 
tsunami.” She quickly explained how she had recently done 
a school project on the huge waves produced by underwater 
earthquakes. And she said they were seeing all the warning 
signs that a devastating tsunami was minutes away.

Tilly’s parents alerted other holidaymakers nearby, then 
raced to tell their hotel staff in Phuket. The hotel swiftly 
evacuated Maikhao beach, and minutes later a huge wave

crashed onto 
the sands, 
sw eep in g  
all before  ~  
it. Incred
ibly, the 
b e a c h
was one 

o f  the  few in 
P h u k e t w here  no 

one was killed  or se ri
ously injured.

Tilly, from Oxshott, Surrey, modestly gives the credit to her 
geography teacher. She said: “Last term, Mr. Kearney taught 
us about earthquakes and how they can cause tsunamis. I was 
on the beach and the water started to go funny. There were 
bubbles and the tide went out all o f a sudden. I rec
ognized what was happening and had a feeling 
th ere  was go ing  to  be a tsu n am i. I to ld  
mummy.” Penny, 43, said, “W hen the water 
went back I was like most people, I wanted

Brainy T illy Sm ith saved her family and 100 other 
tourists from the devastating tsunami after telling her 
mum: “We must get off the beach N O W .”

Tilly, 10, mum Penny, dad Colin, and sister Holly were 
among holidaymakers enjoying Boxing Day by the sea in 
T hailand  w hen the tide suddenly  rushed 
out, leaving fish stranded on 
th e  sands. As 
the tourists 
w atch ed  in 
amazement, 
the  w ater 
began to bubb le  
and boats on the 
horizon violently  
b o b b ed  up and 
dow n. B ut w hile 
the puzzled sunseekers gawked, Tilly, w ho has studied 
tsunamis at school, realized they were in danger.

Duncan Larcombe, reporting from Phuket, Thailand, is a 
writer for  The Sun. This article is adapted from the January 1, 
2005 issue o f  Britain’s 
The Sun. © 2005 News 
Group Newspapers LTD.
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to walk down and look at what was going on. “But when 
Tilly explained what she thought was going to happen, I had 
second thoughts. We ran off the beach as fast as we could and 
went up to the first floor of the hotel. I dread to think what 
would have happened if we had stayed. M inutes later the 
water surged right over the beach and demolished everything 
in its path. It was terrifying to watch but I am very proud of 
her. The tragedy on Boxing Day was awful, we are so lucky to 
be alive.”

M r. K earney, w ho 
teaches Tilly at O xshott’s 

D anes H ill Prep S chool, said her 
quick-w itted actions were typical.
Mr. Kearney, 56, added:

I’m stunned at the news but so re
lieved she and her family are safe.
Tilly is a very bright, level-headed girl.
N othing illustrates her character more 
than her brave actions in a terrifying situ
ation.

It is an incredible coinci
dence that our class 
was learning about 
this type o f 
tsunam i just two 
weeks before 
Christmas.

I showed the 
class a video

clip o f  a Hawaiian tsunami disaster during the 
1950s. A wom an survivor described how the waters 
dramatically receded and then came hurtling back 
m inutes later.

I distinctly remember telling the students that after 
the sea was sucked backwards the next five to ten min
utes were crucial for people to survive. I drew pictures o f a 
tsunami on the blackboard and all the students copied them into 
their exercise books. They were also told o f the devastating effects 
when those waves hit _ _
shallow water 
and how
people can 4
easily fail to
spot the danger when the waters pull back.

Penny, dad Colin, 46, Tilly, and 
Holly, 7, at first planned to leave 
Thailand after the disas
ter. But they responded 
to  pleas from  the T hai 
tourist board and finished 
th e ir  ho liday . P enny 
added: “It was a difficult 
decision but the thing the lo
cals are dreading is tourists 
leaving. It will be another 
tragedy for Thailand if tourists
cancel holidays.” Craig Smith, general manager of the five- 
star JW  Marriott Hotel where Tilly and family stayed, said, 
“She’s a real heroine. I think it’s phenomenal that Tilly’s par
ents and the others on the beach are alive because she studied 
hard at school.”

Tilly’s headmaster Robin Parfitt added, “Tilly has a sharp
ness and wisdom beyond her years. O ur motto is ‘Strong 
and Sagacious.' It sums up Tilly pretty well.” !_
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Standards-Based Reform
(Continued, from page 19)

Nonetheless, the goals o f standards-based education were 
much broader and higher than this. If we want to realize the 
benefits o f standards-based education for the full range of 
students, and if we want our lowest performing students to 
reach the high standards that were originally the hallmark of 
the standards movement, accountability that is so heavily 
tied to poor tests and that doesn’t assure that teachers get the 
support they need to teach to the standards will not get us 
there.

III. Where D o We Go from Here?
If  we mean to realize the benefits o f standards-based educa
tion for the full range o f students, and if we want all o f our 
students to reach the high achievement levels that were orig
inally the goal o f the standards effort, we will have to attend 
to more than tests and accountability systems. The nation’s 
efforts to truly realize the goals of standards-based education 
will be frustrated by the incompleteness of the reforms that 
have been put in place so far. The instructional support sys
tem— curriculum, instructional programs, professional de
velopment, targeted interventions for struggling students—  
that now exists in most districts is not strong enough to pro
duce achievement that goes beyond bringing the basics to a 
larger group o f students. And, if we continue to neglect the 
core of the reforms while pressing forward on accountability, 
we will engender more and more hostility from the public 
and  educators w ho w ant w hat standards-based  reform  
promised: truly high standards for all. Each of the four key 
elements o f the standards-based education system needs at
tention.

Standards. States need to strengthen the specificity and 
clarity o f their standards so that these standards can ade
quately play the role of other countries’ national curricula. 
S tandards should  be clear, specific, and com prehensive 
enough to serve as the basis for building both good exami
nations and strong instructional programs. Grade-by-grade 
standards seem to provide the best guidance. So do stan
dards that specify the kinds of texts to be read, the particular 
scientific or mathematics concepts to be learned, and de
tailed and understandable criteria for good writing and other 
complex skill performances. The danger in a move to speci
ficity— long lists o f topical content or mechanical skills to be 
mastered— has made some educators wary o f detailed stan
d a rd s . It is tim e  to  tak e  a new  lo o k  an d  to  f in d  a 
“Goldilocks” solution— a workable middle ground between 
too much and too little detail in standards. In this difficult 
process, states may find it useful to borrow from one an
other or from existing published syllabi and standards, or to 
join consortia that are developing shared standards. An ex
ample is Achieves Mathematics Achievement Partnership, a 
group o f nine states working together to raise expectations 
and improve student perform ance in m iddle- and high- 
school mathematics. As part o f  the initiative, Achieve has 
published a framework for what American students need to 
know in mathematics in the middle grades (Achieve, 2001).

Because the stakes are high, the 
incentives to match teaching to tests 
instead of standards are almost 
irresistible. And if we don’t sharpen 
standards and assess what we really 
mean by them, the nation is likely to 
wake up in a few years to find that it 
has created a “fool’s gold” system.

Assessments. There is much to do, as well, on the testing 
and assessment front. Assessments play a dual role in a stan
dards-based system. They are instrum ents for m onitoring 
and accountability and, at the same time, they inevitably 
model and guide instruction. The higher the stakes, the 
more educators will feel pressed to teach to the tests. There
fore, the higher the stakes, the more im portant it is that as
sessments guide educators, and students, toward the kind of 
learning we truly want. We have seen that most of today’s 
state tests are not well aligned to standards and they are 
most likely to leave out the most intellectually challenging 
aspects o f the standards. Yet, it is the tests rather than the 
standards that claim educational attention.

To recapture the in ten t o f the standards-based system, 
most state assessments need to be redesigned so that they 
guide teaching in the direction really intended by the stan
dards. This will probably require adding substantial num 
bers of tasks that require open-ended and constructed re
sponses, as is the practice virtually everywhere else in the 
world. There is no mystery about how to do this in ways 
that meet technical standards of measurement. But there is 
no doubt that standards-referenced assessments that include 
substantial num bers o f  open-ended and constructed-re- 
sponse tasks will be costly. Substantial assistance from the 
federal governm ent is likely to be needed by all but the 
largest states. Dollars granted to states or consortia for this 
essential work will help.

Instructionalprogra?ns a n d  pro fessiona l developtnetit. 
W ith standards and assessments still needing substantial 
work, it is perhaps no t surprising that instructional p ro
grams and professional development geared to standards are 
bare ly  o u t o f  th e ir  in fancy . H ere , to o , we w ill need 
“Goldilocks” solutions that provide guidance that is detailed 
enough so that teachers don’t each have to invent their own 
program, while leaving enough room for adaptation to stu
dents. Recent research has made it clear that professional de
velopment works best when it is tied directly to the program 
that teachers are using with their students. Programs that re
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quire teachers to follow word-by-word scripts and extremely 
prescriptive time schedules are unlikely to engage the best 
minds and the most committed educators for long. But leav
ing teachers to guess at what are the best ways to teach does 
not work either. Again, the task is to find the right balance. 
But even the best instructional programs will fail with some 
students; the structure and resources must be available to 
provide these students with intensive interventions.

W here districts develop their own instructional and pro
fessional development systems, “buy-in” may be greater. But 
only the largest school systems usually have the resources for 
full program development. States may need to provide more 
tools and direct assistance than they do now, as well as more 
financial resources. And there is a key role for the federal gov
ernm ent in supporting the development and testing o f the 
kinds of research-based instructional systems that we have re
ferred to as “designed programs.”

Accountability. Forms of accountability that keep the ed
ucation system focused on im portant academic achievement 
goals and on equity— providing a high-quality education to 
all of our students— are essential. As we have noted, many as
pects o f the current NCLB accountability requirements need 
to be adjusted. For example, ways need to be found to mea
sure and reward achievement growth, thus taking into realis
tic account our schools’ different starting points. And we 
need to reconsider some of the accountability requirements 
for special education students and English language learners. 
Thoughtful individuals in the states, the federal government, 
and the research community are at work on these issues, and 
we remain confident that the accountability provisions of 
NCLB can be adjusted as we learn more about how it actu
ally works.

However finely tuned the accountability rules, however, 
they cannot have their intended effect on the quality and ac
cessibility of education unless the first three components of 
the standards-based system are brought up to par. The ac
countability aspect o f the program is, if anything, running 
dangerously ahead o f the system as a whole. Because the 
stakes are high, the incentives to match teaching to tests in
stead o f standards are almost irresistible. And if we don’t 
sharpen standards and assess what we really mean by them, 
the nation is likely to wake up in a few years to find that it 
has created a “fool’s gold” system. We will have more and 
more of the least valuable coin of the realm; while the high 
levels o f achievement we m eant to create will increasingly 
elude us.

Much has been accom plished since the N ational 
Governors Association summit that put standards 
on the fro n t bu rner. B ut, increasing  s tu d e n t 

achievement beyond a relatively low standard will be nearly 
impossible unless we create the coherent whole that inspired 
the standards movement 15 years ago.

The original vision of standards-based education, we think, 
was the right one. And some notable progress has been made: 
Standards are now in place, although some will need substan
tial revision before they can adequately guide educators toward 
the intended high expectations for learning. Accountability has

produced unprecedented attention to the very students it had 
been easy to ignore, or to set low expectations for, in the past. 
But standards and accountability are only the outer shell o f the 
standards vision. The core of the reforms— aligned, high-qual- 
ity assessments, instructional programs, and professional learn
ing opportunities— have yet to be realized.
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School Improvement
(Continued from page 27)

of support and resources schools need to improve. Some of 
this knowledge can also be found in organizations with staff 
knowledgeable about school improvement, such as America’s 
Choice, Core Knowledge, and Success For All.

But, finding, organizing, and deploying this expertise is 
going to require a kind o f work that most educators aren’t 
yet very good at and that most policymakers don’t know 
anything about. It will require measures of instructional im
provem ent and performance that are much closer to the 
ground than the state assessments that are the basis o f ac
countability systems. It will require the creation of systems 
to find people with expertise in subject matter, instructional 
p ractice, and im provem ent, and  getting  them  into  the 
schools where they are needed. And it will require a new 
generation of people who are knowledgeable enough about 
instructional practice to be useful, but who are also inter
ested in broader questions of designing and running support 
systems.

In short, it will require a lot o f hard work in schools and a 
lot o f investment by all o f us in the infrastructure of capac
ity-building. But w ithou t this, im provem ents in school 
achievement will be small because we won’t have provided 
what Thomas Schelling knew was necessary: We won’t have 
provided people with the knowledge necessary to get the job 
done. D

Endnotes
1 NCLB does not use the term “failing”; it classifies schools as “in need

o f improvem ent.” But the law treats the schools as though they are 
failing, and that is the term I'll use in this article.

2 All schools are identified with pseudonyms under assurances o f confi
dentiality.

3 See: Elmore, R., Ablemann, C ., Even, J., Kenyon, S., and Marshall,
J. (2004). “W hen Accountability Knocks, W ill Anyone Answer?” in 
School Reform from  the Inside Out: Policy, Practice, and Performance. 
Cambridge: Harvard Education Press. Also, Carnoy, M ., Elmore, 
R., and  Sisken, L. Eds. (2003). The N ew  Accountability: H igh  
Schools and High Stakes Testing. London: Falmer Press.

4 Elementary teachers, I have found, are usually m uch more knowl
edgeable and discriminating on this issue. I recently showed a video
tape o f a high school w riting lesson to a mixed group o f  teachers 
and administrators from elementary, middle, and high schools. T he 
tape showed a white teacher who had strong skills for engaging his 
largely m inority  students in playful and pleasant interactions in 
class. T he work the students produced was, however, obviously very 
low level, and the teacher’s expectations, revealed in his teaching 
and in a post-lesson interview, were very low. T he m iddle- and 
high-school educators gave the lesson largely positive reviews. The 
elementary educators had strongly negative reactions to w hat they 
regarded as the insultingly low level o f  expectations for students and 
what they perceived as the teacher’s condescending attitude toward 
his students.

5 Because No Child Left Behind requires schools to get all students to
the same level o f  proficiency, schools w ith students who entered 
with high achievement levels have to make little or no improvem ent 
to meet NCLB targets. So staff in high-achievement schools may or 
may not know m uch about the process o f improvement.
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AYP
(Continued from page 39)
groups that aren’t achieving as well as they should. The re
quirements also seem to be spurring schools to take concrete 
actions to improve student achievement (CEP, 2005).

The complexities of AYP have im portant implications for 
schools and districts. First, many parents and other citizens 
do not realize the various reasons why schools could miss 
AYP targets and may unfairly assume that something is seri
ously wrong with their local school, even when that’s not the 
case. Clearly, the AYP process will identify a lot o f low- 
achieving schools, but just because a school has been identi
fied doesn’t make it low performing. Second, if  too many 
schools fail to make AYP, it can undermine the credibility of 
the federal requirements and create incentives for states to 
lower cut scores or dum b down their tests. T hird , if  too 
many schools are cited as needing improvement, states and 
districts will not have enough resources, staff, time, and ex
pertise to help the schools with the most serious educational 
problems.

The intent o f No Child Left Behind is to greatly increase 
learning for all groups o f students by highlighting schools 
and subgroups with legitimate educational needs and mar
shalling resources to boost their achievement. U nderper
forming schools need technical and financial assistance to 
carry out proven strategies for improving student learning. 
Over the long term, the President and the Congress should 
consider revising the adequate yearly progress requirements

o f NCLB based on evidence from C EP’s study, other re
search, and the experiences o f states and school districts. D
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