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When it comes to moving a classroom 
forward, it’s very important that no part of it 
gets left behind. Introducing Apple’s Macintosh® 
LC. The best way to integrate new technol
ogy easily, affordably and in a way that en
hances current systems.

The new LC is the most affordable color 
Macintosh ever. And, critical to the classroom, 
it’s also adept at networking smoothly with all 
our other computers.

Which means you can easily share all 
the files you’ve built up over the years on your 
current Macs as well as all the files you have 
on your Apple® Us. Even more important, the 
LC not only runs the ever growing number of 
innovative Mac®solutions, but also thousands 
of proven Apple He programs*

Meanwhile, there are two other signifi
cant Apple developments to announce.

First, the Macintosh Classic® which com-
'With the additkm ofour new Apple He Card ai'ailable March 1991.© 1990Apple Computer Inc. Apple, the Apple logo. Mac. Macintosh and "The



classroom will be evolution.

bines all the power of Macintosh computing Call your Apple Education Sales Consul-
in a compact package. tant for a complete demonstration of the new

And puts Macintosh in the classroom at line of Macintosh Personal Computers, 
our best price ever. And discover how evolution will change

Then there’s the new Macintosh Ilsi. A life in the classroom virtually overnight, 
powerful and extremely flexible color system 
that represents the most affordable of the en- 'Wb, 
tire Macintosh n family The power to be your best®

Introducing the newMacintosh computers.
pouer to be your best' are registered trademarks o f Apple Computer Inc. Classic is a registered trademark used under license by Apple Ccnnputer. he.
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Your students can 
stand closer to freedom 

than ever before.
! / tan d  in  awe.

' B ecause th a t’s ab o u t all they'll be able to do w hen the Bill of R ights arrives in  your state.
T his h isto ric  do cu m en t is the  centerpiece of a n  ex trao rd inary  exhib ition  th a t will 

cap tu re  your eyes, your ears  and , m ost of all, your heart. You'll be enveloped by history, 
tran sp o rted  into  the  p resen t, an d  reen ter the  world w ith  a  new  apprecia tion  of o u r freedom s.

The people of Philip M orris C om panies are p roud  to b rin g  you th is  once-in-a-lifetim e 
event in  h o nor of the  2 0 0 th  an n iv ersa ry  of the Bill of Rights.

There's no adm issio n  fee. We w an t everyone to come. B ecause in  its own deeply m oving 
way, it will be a b lockbuster experience.

For m ore inform ation an d  g roup  reservations call: 1-800-231-7000.

See the B ill o f Rights in the com ing months*
Columbia, SC
S o u th  C aro lina  S ta te  
F airg ro un ds. Dec. 20- 
Dec. 23. 1990
Marietta, GA Cobb 
C ounty  C ivic C enter. 
J a n .  3 -Jan . 8. 1991
Raleigh, NC Raleigh 
Civic a n d  C onven tion  
Center. J a n . 13- 
J a n . 15. 1991 
Montgomery, AL 
M ontgom ery Civic 
Center. J a n . 21- 
J a n . 23. 1991 
Tallahassee, FL 
T^llahassee-L eon 
C o un ty  Civic 
Center. J a n . 27- 
J a n . 30. 1991 
Knoxville, TN 
Knoxville C onven tion  
E xh ib itio n  Center.
Feb. 1-Feb. 8. 1991 
Baton Rouge, LA 
Riverside C entroplex . 
Feb. 12-Feb. 16. 1991 
Little Rock, AR 
Rick's Arm ory. Feb. 20- 
Feb. 24. 1991

Dallas, TX Fair Park.
Mar. 2-Mar. 5. 1991 
H ouston, TX S am
H ou sto n  C oliseum .
Mar. 8-Mar. 12. 1991 
Oklahoma City, OK 
M yriad C o nven tion  
Center. Mar. 16- 
Mar. 24. 1991 
Albuquerque, NM 
A lbu qu erq ue  
C onv en tion  Center.
Mar. 28-Apr. 2. 1991
Phoenix, AZ A rizona 
V eterans M em orial 
C o liseum . Apr. 9- 
Apr. 15. 1991 
Las Vegas. NV C ash m an  
Field Center. Apr. 18- 
Apr. 21. 1991
San Francisco, CA
Festival Pavilion.
Fort M ason Center.
Apr. 26-May 2. 1991 
Los Angeles, CA 
S h rin e  E xposition  Center. 
May 7-May 12. 1991

H onolulu, HI Aloha 
Tower. May 21-24;
May 26-28. 1991 
Seattle, WA W ashington  
S ta te  C onven tion  
an d  TVade Center.
J u n e  11-J u n e  15. 1991 
Portland, OR Portland 
E xposition  Center,
J u n e  1 9 -Ju n e 2 4 . 1991 
Juneau, AK 
C en ten n ia l Hall 
C onv en tion  Center.
Ju ly  2-Ju ly  12. 1991 
Boise, ID W estern Idaho 
Fair & E xposition  Center. 
Ju ly  21-Ju ly  24. 1991 
Butte, MT B utte  Civic 
Center. Ju ly  30- 
Aug. 3. 1991 
Salt Lake City, UT 
S alt Palace Center.
Aug. 6-Aug. 10. 1991
Casper, WY C asp er 
E ven ts C enter. Aug. 15- 
Aug. 18. 1991

Tbpeka, KS K ansas 
Expo Center. Aug. 22- 
Aug. 25. 1991 
Denver, CO C olorado 
C onven tio n  Center.
Aug. 29-S ep t. 6. 1991 
Saint Paul. MN 
S a in t Paul Civic C enter. 
S ept. 13-Sept. 19. 1991 
Lincoln, NE P ersh in g  
M unicipal A u d itorium . 
S ept. 2 3 -S ep t. 28. 1991 
Bismarck, ND 
B ism arck  Civic Center. 
O ct. 2-Oct. 6. 1991 
Sioux Falls, SD Sioux 
Falls A rena. O ct. 10- 
Oct. 14. 1991 
Davenport, IA River 
C enter/A dler T heatre. 
Oct. 22-O ct. 27. 1991 
Columbia, MO Holiday 
Iqn Executive Center. 
Nov. 2-Nov. 7. 1991 
Milwaukee, WI 
The MECCA. Nov. 12- 
Nov. 16. 1991

Chicago, IL Navy Pier. 
Nov. 19-Nov. 24. 1991 
Louisville, KY
C om m onw ealth  
C onven tio n  Center.
Dec. 3-Dec. 7. 1991
Indianapolis, IN
In d ian a  S ta te  
F airg rou nds. Dec. 11- 
Dec. 14. 1991 
Jackson, MS 
M ississipp i T tade M art. 
Dec. 18-Dec. 21. 1991 
Detroit, MI 
To be a n n o u n c e d .
Dec. 28-Dec. 30. 1991: 
J a n . 2 -Ja n . 3. 1992 
Cleveland, OH 
Cleveland C onven tion  
Center. J a n . 7- 
J a n . 11. 1992
Charleston, WV
C h arles to n  Civic Center. 
J a n . 22-J a n . 25. 1992 
Richmond, VA T he
R ichm ond  C en te r for 
C onv en tion s an d  
E xpositions. Feb. 5- 
Feb. 9. 1992

O P hilip  M orris M anagem ent Corp. 1990 •S ub ject to change

Philip Morris Companies Inc.
KRAFT GENERAL FOODS • MILLER BREWING COMPANY • PHILIP MORRIS U S A
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N a tional  C u rriculum , Am e r ica n  Style : W hat M ig h t  It  Lo o k  Lik e?
By Marshall S. Smith, Jennifer O’Day, and David K. Cohen
Are we headed towards a national curriculum? Should we be troubled by this?
The authors suggest how we can get the benefits o f a national curriculum while 
retaining much faculty freedom and local control.

10

A m e ric a  t h e  M u l t i c u l t u r a l  
By Robert J. Cottrol
America is what it is — its culture and democratic institutions are what they 
are—because our population has been comprised o f so many people from  so 
many different cultures and races. The story o f how such a multicultural society 
came to be is a central one for our students to learn. And given the terrible 
condition o f multiculturalism elsewhere (Lebanon, the Soviet Union, South 
Africa. . this country’s relatively successful story has much to tell the world.

18

C haos o n  Sesame St r e e t :
D o e s  T h is  C a r n iv a l  o f  Im ages H e lp  S tu d e n t s  R ead? 22
By Jane M. Healy
This flagship o f educational television may be giving children all the wrong 
lessons. And it may be giving the worst lessons to those children who need good 
lessons the most.
A G lim pse a t  T e a c h in g  C o n d i t i o n s  in  T o p  P r iv a te  S c h o o l s  28
By Arthur G. Powell
Independent private schools emphasize the personalized education they give 
their students, and they try to combine teacher authority with a strong school 
“head.” What do these tendencies mean fo r teacher working conditions?
. . . A n d  t h e n  T h e y  A sk ed  f o r  H a m le t  35
By Carol Pino
In this Hamlet account, teacher Carol Pino describes how she turned reluctant 
readers—her ninth-grade reading improvement students— into enthusiastic, 
effective tutors o f grade school children. Unfortunately, the experience didn’t 
also turn her students into better readers. But she offers ideas about 
how it could.



NOTE BO OK
F r o m  R u s s ia  w i t h  L o v e

It is ironic, given the state of their crum
bling economy, but the world’s best math 
and science magazine for students is prob
ably published in the Soviet Union. Called 
Kvant, the magazine has been published 
for twenty years by the Soviet Union’s 
Academy of Sciences and its Academy of 
Pedagogical Sciences. Writers for the mag
azine include the nation’s top physicists 
and mathematicians. What they write is 
hard, serious science, but the topics they 
discuss are terrifically fun and even weird. 
(In one article the writer showed how to 
use physics to answer this question: Will 
you get wetter if you run through a rain
storm or walk through it? In another, a 
scientist explained the science behind 
what is apparently a rather com m on 
Soviet phenom enon—light bulbs that 
explode.)

This great magazine is now available in 
America, in English—thanks to the efforts 
of the National Science Teachers Associa
tion and funding from the National Sci
ence Foundation. It is called Quantum.

This is not a magazine that caters to any 
notion of student as airhead. Describing 
its content, a Soviet editor (of both Q uan
tum  and K vant) wrote: “Of course, the 
magazine contains recreational materials, 
lively illustrations, humor, and amusing 
anecdotes from the history of science. But 
its core and main source of interest are 
articles in physics and math that necessi
tate thinking, som etim es pretty  hard 
thinking, to be understood. Experienced 
Kvant readers sometimes even resort to 
pencil and paper while reading the arti
cles to work out equations or to make 
their own sketches . . . ”

Don’t let that dissuade you from taking a 
look. Recent articles have suggested how 
principles of physics could be used to 
determ ine the speed of a Viking ship 
depicted in a pa in ting  (by Russian artist 
Nikolay Rerikh); how they allow Russian 
bathhouses to create a steamy environ
ment that’s not overly humid; and how 
they can turn the tricky proposition of 
successfully throwing a tomahawk into a 
tree into a never-miss activity. Plus, the 
magazine is beautifully illustrated with the 
original Kvant art.

But Q uantum  is interesting not just for 
what it says in its pages but for what it says 
about American educational culture. We 
asked the Q uantum  staff, “Why translate a 
Soviet magazine, why not launch an Amer
ican magazine of the same caliber?” The 
answer was that in America the culture 
doesn’t exist to support this kind of maga
zine. You simply don’t have top-notch 
sch o la rs  w ritin g  fo r a h igh  sch oo l 
audience; consequently, and just as impor
tantly, no effective, interesting “style” has 
been developed and cultivated for this 
kind of writing. Q uantum  hopes that 
American scientists will be taken by the 
Q uantum  idea and that over time, half of 
the magazine’s articles will be written by Americans.

The magazine is published in conjunc
tion w ith the American Association of 
Physics Teachers and the National Council 
of Teachers of Mathematics. A one-year 
subscription (six issues) for teachers is 
SI8.00. To subscribe, and for information 
on student and institutional rates, write to 
Q uantum , National Science Teachers 
Association, 1742 Connecticut Avenue 
N.W., Washington DC 20009-1171.
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/ \d o re d  by the ancient Egyptians, 
A JL persecuted during medieval 
times and adapted to today ’s more con
fined way of life, the cat’s nature is still 
never far from that of its wild cousins.

“Cats: Caressing the Tiger" is just 
one of four National Geographic 
Specials that can be videotaped and 
used in the classroom as simple, effec
tive teaching tools.

Taping will let your class see a cat 
bring a smile to the face of an autistic 
boy, travel the vast waters of the Great 
Lakes, join Spain’s leap into the 21st 
centuiy and uncover the mystique of 
gems — from the glitter of diamonds, 
pearls and emeralds to cultured rubies 
grown the way nature grows them.

Can todays house C A T  
show your class how 
some instincts never change?
However domesticated it may 
be, the cat has prowled through 
histoly  with the Mine basic 
instincts as its wild ancestors.
Now you can tape the new 1991 
National Geographic Special 
on the curious cat as well as 
three other Speciah to enrich 
your current curriculum.

We only ask that taping be used 
solely by nonprofit educational insti
tutions. And that you make one tape 
of each Special, which can’t be modi
fied, rented, copied, leased, sold, or 
shown to paying audiences.

National Geographic Specials are 
produced by the National Geographic

Society and W OED/Pittsburgh. 
And once again, underwritten by the 
people of Chevron.

Be sure to check your local listing 
so you can set your VCR for show 
times on PBS.
Cats: Caressing
theTiger January 9 
Great Lakes,
Fragile Seas February 6
Splendid Stones March 13
The Soul of Spain May 15

©1990 Chevron Corporation



P u t  Y o u r  H i s t o r y  S t u d e n t s  F o r  a  S c h o l a r l y  S u m m e r , 
i n t o  P r i n t  A p p l y  N o w

“B e c a u s e  
Un i o n s  
C o n t i n u e  t o  
W o r k , t h e  
W o r k p l a c e  
C o n t i n u e s  t o  
I m p r o v e ”

That’s the slogan for 
a series of four “mini
posters” produced by 
the AFL-CIO and avail
able for $5 per set.
Use them on the walls 
of offices and faculty 
lounges to decorate 
and inform—and in 
the classroom to stim
ulate discussion. Send 
checks to Printing and 
Mailing, Room 209, 
AFL-CIO, 815 16th 
Street N.W., Wash
ington, DC 20006.

Student historians now have a publica
tion all their own—and teachers have a 
new vehicle for motivating and recogniz
ing their best students.

Conceived several years ago, the Con
cord Review, which solicits history essays 
of about four thousand words on any his
torical topic, is now publishing as a quar
terly journal. Recent issues have included 
essays on such topics as the abolitionism 
of William Lloyd Garrison; the proper fate 
of the Elgin Marbles; the Kurds; the 
Pullman strike; Kenya’s Mau-Mau uprising; 
aboriginal rights in Australia; Stalin’s gulag; 
the Spanish Civil War; and Thomas Jeffer
son’s influence on American architecture.

The review is not only an outlet for your 
best students, it models for all students 
the ingredients of a good research paper 
and the intellectual standard to which 
they can aspire. It also features some 
pretty interesting writing. . produced by students’ peers.

For a subscription, write: The Concord 
Review Business Office, P.O. Box 476, Can
ton, MA 02021. A one-year subscription 
(in the United States) is $25. Subscriptions 
of twenty-six or more (i.e. class sets) will 
receive a 20 percent discount. Essay sub
missions should be sent to The Concord 
Review, P.O. Box 661, C oncord , MA 
01742.

This summer, the National Endowment 
for the Humanities is holding fifteen sum
mer “institutes” of three to four weeks and 
fifty-two summer seminars of four to six 
weeks for elem entary and secondary 
teachers of the humanities. In the semi
nars, teachers, working with a scholar, 
intensively study significant texts. In the 
institutes, concentrated study and discus
sion of the texts are combined with efforts 
to develop ways of bringing the material 
back to the elem entary or secondary 
classroom. Teachers who are chosen to 
participate receive weekly stipends.

Texts and times that are studied span 
the breadth of the humanities: Richard 
Wright, Native American literature, the 
World of Homer, Intellectuals and Com
m unism , and the Bible in m edieval 
culture.

Course listings and application mate
rials should be requested from Office of 
Publications and Public Affairs #406 , 
NEH, 1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W., 
Washington DC 20506.

The National Humanities C enter in 
N orth Carolina is offering a summer 
institute for secondary teachers on “The 
Colonial Experience: A Framework for 
Teaching Non-Western History.” For infor
mation, write National Humanities Center, 
PO. Box 12256, Research Triangle Park, 
NC 27709-
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FIVE WAYS 
TO PROTECT 
YOURSELF WITH AFT 
GROUP INSURANCE
T he 5 plans below 

all feature 
premiums kept low by 
the mass-buying power 
of 715,000 AFT 
members acting as a 
group!

TERM LIFE 
INSURANCE
Continuing to improve each year, 
this Plan now offers up to $180,000 
of the "pure" protection of term life 
insurance (up from $120,000).

RETIRED 
MEMBERS TERM 
LIFE INSURANCE
Retirement doesn't mean you no 
longer need life insurance...this low- 
cost group life insurance plan is 
designed to offer coverage to age 85.

PAYCHECK 
PROTECTOR
Protect your most valuable 
asset...your income! This Plan 
provides a monthly income of up to 
$1,500 in tax-free benefits if you 
become disabled and unable to 
work.

MEDICARE 
SUPPLEMENT 
INSURANCE
This Plan is designed to help meet 
the expenses that Medicare expects 
you to pay out of your own pocket, 
including deductibles, co-payments 
and all-important skilled nursing 
home care.

$2,000,000 
CATASTROPHE 
MAJOR MEDICAL 
INSURANCE
This Plan pays in excess of your 
basic medical insurance and 
Medicare by paying 100% of your 
eligible medical expenses up to a 
$2,000,000 limit after meeting a 
$25,000 deductible. Nursing home 
and home health care benefits 
included.

Want to 
know m ore?
Simply complete and mail 
this coupon to:
Albert H. Wohlers & Co., 
Administrator, AFT GROUP 
INSURANCE PLANS 
1440 N. Northwest Highway, 
Park Ridge, Illinois 60068-1400 
Or call Toll Free: 
1-800-323-2106; Illinois 
residents: 1-708-803-3100

YES! P lease sen d  m e com p le te  in fo rm atio n  ( in c lu d in g  costs, 
lim ita tions , a n d  o th er te rm s o f coverage) for th e  AFT officially 
sp o n so red  g ro u p  in su ran ce  p la n s  I 've  checked  below .
I understand there is no obligation and no one will call.
□  TERM  LIFE IN SU R A N C E

□  RETIRED MEMBERS TERM  LIFE IN SU R A N C E

□  PAYCHECK PROTECTOR

□  M ED ICA R E SU PPLEM EN T IN SU R A N C E

□  $2,000,000 CATASTROPHE M A JO R M ED ICA L IN SU R A N C E

N A M E l o c a l #

ADDRESS

CITY STATE ZIP



LETTERS

C a str o ’s Sc h o o l s

I have read with sadness the articles 
collected under the series “Emerg
ing from Dictatorship” (.American 
Educator, Fall 1990). Your articles 
discuss the extinct communist dic
tatorships in Eastern Europe and the 
nonextinct oppressive and racist 
regime in South Africa. But it doesn’t 
even m en tio n  ano th er existing, 
repressive communist dictatorship 
closer to home: that of Fidel Castro, 
in Cuba.

In reading the account of what 
Romanian teachers faced, I couldn’t 
help but think about my own Cuban 
exp erien ce  and abou t the  sim 
ilarities betw een the regimes of 
Ceaucescu and Castro. For, as did 
Ceaucescu, Castro has used educa
tion as a tool and educators as pawns 
in his power game.

I studied and worked in Cuba until 
May of 1980, when I came to this 
country. Just to mention a few of the 
things that have occurred in Cuban 
education: Catholic teachers were 
dismissed, retired, or transferred to 
other positions outside of the class
rooms during the early 1960s. Cath
olic students were not allowed to 
register in the School of Education 
and become teachers, (N or were 
they allowed to become medical 
doctors or engineers.) This, in a 
country w here 85 percent of the 
population declared itself Catholic 
in 1959, and where, in December of 
I960, over a million people gathered 
in an open air mass, in Havana, to 
support the Catholic National Con
gress.

Marxism was taught as a require

m ent from secondary school on. 
And strict adherence to Marxism 
and Castro’s government was, and 
still is, a first requirement for any 
kind of scholarship opportunity  
beyond the junior high.

In the past, in the American Edu
cator, articles and advertisements 
against Pinochet’s dictatorship in 
Chile have been published, and the 
pluralistic movement there has been 
actively encouraged, as it should be. 
But never have you exposed, or even 
discussed, the serious educational 
problems stemming from Castro’s 
Cuban dictatorial regime.

— -Jo r g e  Lu is  R o m e u

A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r , M a t h e m a t i c s  
S y r a c u s e , N Y

We agree with Mr. R om eu’s assess
m ent o f  education in Cuba Unfor
tunately, we cannot run articles 
about the condition o f  education in 
every country. We have chosen to 
feature those countries in which the 
AFT has actually worked with the 
teachers and  teachers unions. As 
Mr. Romeu says, Cuba is a closed, 
totalitarian country; there is no free 
teachers union with which AFT can 
work, and moreover it is effectively 
impossible fo r  a U.S. trade union  
such as ours to gain entrance to 
Cuba, or once there to have any  
freedom o f  action.

—Editor

H istory  f o r  C h ild r en

The sample chapter of Joy Hakim’s 
book (H istory for Children, Fall 
1990), which deals with the debate 
betw een Hamilton and Jefferson,

does not even mention the major 
problem of those times—slavery.

In 1787, G ouverneur M orris 
declared that slavery was the major 
problem of the Constitutional Con
vention, and of the United States. A 
few years later the development of 
the cotton gin increased the demand 
for slave labor, in planting, cultivat
ing, and picking cotton. Washington, 
Jefferson, and Madison held slaves, 
and probably Randolph did, too. 
Jefferson’s views on slavery and the 
rights of free African-Americans have 
been ignored by most writers of 
American history textbooks.

— M a r k  K. S t o n e

C h a i r , H u m a n  R e l a t io n s  C o m m i t t e e  
P h i l a d e l p h i a  F e d e r a t i o n  o f  Te a c h e r s

I am a retired teacher of high school 
social studies... and believe Joy 
Hakim’s approach to teaching his
tory is an excellent one. She puts 
flesh on the bones of history. From 
the samples given, it would seem 
that the subject matter is also valid 
and important and not some trivial 
but sensational “sidelight...”

But there are some notable sins of 
commission and omission:

(1.) Rep. Matt Lyon (Vt.), featured 
in the cartoon  exemplifying the 
sharp conflict between Federalists 
and Republicans, was arrested, tried 
and jailed under the Sedition Act for 
c r i t ic iz in g  P re s id e n t  A dam s’ 
“...unbounded thirst for ridiculous 
pomp, foolish adulation, and selfish 
avarice.” Harsh trials and imprison
ments for similarly innocuous opin
ion are wo? uncommon in the history 
of the U.S. Yet Hakim claims that such 
“...has never happened in America” 

(Continued on page 48)
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Will You r Computers 
Pass Tomorrows Tests?

How well did your computers score on the 
report card above?

At IBM, were helping educators all across the 
country realize the full potential of computers, in 
ways they never thought possible.

Our courseware, for example, has been devel
oped with the help of hundreds of active teachers 
nationwide—from kindergarten through high 
school.

We’ve also created a computer specifically for 
use in the classroom: the IBM Personal System/2® 
Model 25™ desktop computer.

With it, you can take advantage of superior 
graphics capabilities, a large easy-to-read screen 
and incredible processing power. And since the 
Model 25 is compatible with other IBM personal 
systems, the courseware that runs on one PS/2 
runs on every PS/2.

What’s more. IBM Networking lets teachers 
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National Curriculum  
Am erican  Style

Can It Be Done? 
What Might It Look Like?

By M a r s h a l l  S. S m ith , J e n n i f e r  O ’Day, a n d  D a v id  K. C o h e n
1971
The U.S. Congress:

“No provision of any applicable program shall be 
construed to authorize any department, agency, officer, 
or employee of the United States to exercise any direc
tion, supervision, or control over the curriculum, pro
gram of instruction, [or] administration . . .  of any 
educational institution . .
1977
Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare Joseph Cal- 
ifano1 (in his speech to the College Board, as recalled in 
his memoir):

“[Carter liked Pell’s idea for a national test.] But my 
greatest concern was that ‘in this country, control of 
curriculum has always rested with states and localities, 
not with Washington. Any set of test questions that the 
federal government prescribed should surely be sus
pect as a first step toward a national curriculum. . . In its 
most extreme form, national control of curriculum is a 
form of national control of ideas.’”
President Carter (in a note to Califano):

“. . . I believe we need some national standard educa
tion achievement tests—to be used only optionally 
when states and/or local school systems want them. 
How do you suggest we do this—through HEW, or 
National Science Foundation? [signed] J.C.”
1978
Califano (in his memoir):

“. . . Senator Pell. . . asked the conference audience of 
several hundred chief state school officers, representa
tives of parents and civil rights groups, teachers, and 
congressional staffers, ‘How many of you agree with the 
idea of a national achievement test?’ Two hands went up. 
Pell never introduced a bill on national testing. . . He 
[the president] spoke to me [Califano] about testing 
only once again.”
1 0  A m e r ic a n  E d u c a t o r

198921st Annual Gallup Poll2:
“Public opinion in these annual polls has generally 

supported the American tradition of local control of 
schools. . . In 1982 a majority of respondents (54 per
cent) said that in the future they would like to see less 
federal influence on local educational programs. . . 
These sentiments may still hold, but the current poll 
reveals that a majority of respondents believe there 
should be a national public school curriculum, national 
goals and standards, and a national testing program to 
measure the achievement of those goals and standards.

[Do you] Favor or oppose requiring . . . public 
schools in this community:
. . .  to conform to national achievement standards 
and goals?
Favor 70%. Oppose 19%. Don’t know 11%.
. . .  to use a standardized national curriculum? 
Favor 69%. Oppose 21%. Don’t know 10%.
. . .  to use standardized national testing programs 
to measure the academic achievement of students? 
Favor 77%. Oppose 14%. Don’t know 9%.

1990
‘American public schools need a national curriculum to 
become competitive with school systems in other coun
tries and to reverse plummeting public confidence in 
education, [said AFT president] Albert Shanker . . . dur
ing a panel discussion . . . ”

Boston Globe, April 18, 1990, page 12.

ETERAN WASHINGTON observers are still 
shocked over what they view as an extraordinary 

change in the attitude of many national leaders and the 
American public toward the notion of a national curric
ulum in U.S. schools. For years, public leaders and edu-
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cators discussed national tests and national curricula 
only in reference to the educational systems of other 
nations— the traditions of local contro l and state 
responsibility were thought to be the American way 
forever. These traditions promised variety, diversity, 
experimentation, decentralization, and local dem oc
racy. In contrast, we regarded the national curricula of 
other more centralized education systems to be “top- 
down,” rigid, uniform, and hierarchical.

Now, for better or worse, the discussion in Wash
ington, D.C., and across the nation has changed. In 
private conversations, a variety of state and national 
leaders acknowledge that the country is moving toward 
a national curriculum and a national testing system, and 
some even suggest this might be a good step. In this 
article, we will discuss elements of the current interest 
and explore the various forms a U.S. national curriculum might take.
RECENT INITIATIVES

To begin with, it is important to distinguish between 
na tio na l and federal. For years w hen educational 
observers talked about national initiatives, they meant 
federally sponsored programs, projects, and reports 
such as Title I, the “Right to Read” program, P.L. 94-142, 
“A Nation at Risk,” and hundreds of others. These efforts 
were typically authorized and funded by Congress and 
adm inistered by the D epartm ent of Education or 
another related agency, such as the National Science 
Foundation. There were few national education efforts 
that did not emanate from the federal government.

This changed in the middle 1980s. Suddenly, dozens 
of foundations; quasi-governmental organizations such 
as the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science (AAAS) and the National Academy of Sciences 
(NAS); and various business and education groups were 
sponsoring reports about the condition of education. 
They were also conceiving and financing initiatives (e.g 
in teacher certification, testing, and curriculum reform) 
designed to change the character of American education.

Each of these initiatives grew out of a conviction that 
a particular problem in American education could not 
be addressed in a piecemeal, state-by-state, city-by-city 
way. The scope and severity of our educational prob
lems seemed to demand national solutions.

It is also important to note that the authors of this 
article use the term curriculum  in a broad sense. In the 
past, Americans were likely to define curriculum in a 
relatively narrow way, as meaning just the books, the 
scope and sequence guidelines, and other materials of 
instruction. But now curriculum is typically used in a 
more expansive sense to mean that which gets taught— 
the content, skills, intellectual orientation, etc.—no
Marshall S. Smith is the dean o f  the School o f  Educa
tion a t Stanford and a professor o f  education. Jennifer 
O’D ay is a fourth-year doctoral candidate and a 
research assistant a t Stanford David K Cohen is a 
professor o f  education and the acting dean o f  educa
tion a t Michigan State University. The authors wish to 
thank Susan Fuhrman fo r  her helpful comments on 
early drafts o f  the paper and Elissa Hirsh and Rebecca 
Perry fo r  their assistance in preparing this paper.

National leaders acknowledge that the country is moving toward a national curriculum and a  national testing system, and some even suggest this might he a good  step.
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matter from where these materials and pedagogy come. 
In this broader view, the curriculum is seen as being a 
product of not just the curricular materials, but of teach
ers’ knowledge and skills and of the tests that guide and 
drive teaching and learning. This latter, broader concept 
of curriculum encompasses, for example, the recent 
effort of the president and Congress to develop national 
standards and goals. In this section, we discuss how 
various national initiatives are contributing to the devel
opment of a national curriculum.

Curriculum Frameworks
Two sets of activities stand out here. The first consists 

of two reports written by then-secretary of education 
William Bennett. In 1987, he released a report entitled 
James Madison High School. The report set out his 
conception of the proper curriculum for U.S. high 
school students. A short time later, Bennett released 

James Madison Elementary School, which included his 
prescriptions for younger students. The effort was 
astonishing in its breadth, in the chutzpa of its author, 
and in the lack of consternation that it aroused. Had 
Shirley Hufstedler, the first secretary of education, 
released two such reports in 1980, the cries of federal 
control and dominance from both the right and the left 
would have been loud and long. Clearly, something had 
changed in the interim seven years. As the Gallup Poll 
results indicate, one change was the public’s new 
appetite for such prescription.

The second set of activities has emanated trom tne 
education profession and is more dispersed and possi
bly more long lasting. Ten years ago, professional curric
ulum groups such as the National Council of Teachers of 
Mathematics (NCTM) and the broader professional 
organizations, such as the AAAS and the NAS, had little 
influence on educational policy. This is no longer the 
case. Concerned about the quality of the school curric
ulum, about the inherent conservatism of textbook pub
lishers, and about educational governance in most 
states, professional educators and disciplinary scholars 
have taken it upon themselves to set forth their collec
tive visions about what students should study during 
their K-12 years. Moreover, in some cases these groups 
have actively begun to promote their ideas throughout 
the nation.

Mathematics groups have led the movement. Both the 
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics and the 
NAS—in particular its Mathematical Sciences Education 
Board (MSEB)—have produced major reports setting 
out very similar expectations for K-12 mathematics 
instruction. The NCTM w ent the farthest, having 
developed a fairly specific framework that sets out the 
content, skills, and pedagogy it advocates for mathe
matics instruction in the nation’s schools. The ideas in 
these reports reflect a hard-won substantive consensus 
of those professionals most active in the two groups. 
Although it is safe to say that the reports do not repre
sent a consensus of all K-12 mathematics educators in 
the nation, the stride toward consensus is nonetheless 
considerable and the results striking. Consensus docu
ments are ordinarily conservative, but these pose a 
significant challenge to the existing curricula and mode 
of instruction in the nation’s schools.

Parallel reports recommending the content of sci
ence curricula have been issued by the AAAS, as part of 
its Project 2061, and by the NAS in the field of biology. 
Disagreement is greater in science than in math, but the 
intent of science educators to establish a challenging, 
engaging, and coherent curriculum for K-12 schools is 
the same as in mathematics. Professional curriculum 
groups in English and literature, in social studies/his
tory, and in other content areas currently are consider
ing standards and content frameworks to  guide 
curriculum in their areas.* Moreover, there is now ener
getic conversation among the groups. Last August, rep
resentatives from fifteen national curriculum organiza
tions met in Aspen, Colorado to consider ways they 
could work together to promote curricular reform.

It is worth noting here (w e’ll return to this issue later) 
that even the advanced and detailed NCTM and MSEB 
reports do not contain the content specificity that is 
common in the national curricula of other countries 
and in some of the state curricula in this country. The 
curricular specifications in these two math reports leave 
states, districts, schools, and teachers enormous room 
for unique local interpretation.
National Goals

The best-known effort in this area is the president’s 
educational summit with the fifty state governors, the 
subsequent joint establishment of national goals, and 
the creation of a follow-up committee of governors, 
administration officials, and members of Congress, 
chaired by Colorado governor Roy Romer. Two of the 
seven national goals have a direct bearing on curricu
lum. Goal III calls for all American students to have 
“demonstrated competency in challenging subject mat
ter including English, mathematics, science, history, and 
geography” by the year 2000; Goal IV declares that “by 
the year 2000, U.S. students will be first in the world in 
science and mathematics achievement.” While the fra
mers of the goals were clear in their statement that 
“improving elementary and secondary student achieve
ment will not require a national curriculum,” neither 
did they rule out the possibility.

More to  the point, both goals have undeniable 
implications for the curriculum of our nation’s schools. 
The emphasis on “challenging subject matter” in spec
ified disciplines—and in the finer print on the need for 
students to “demonstrate the ability to reason, solve 
problems, apply knowledge, and write and communi
cate effectively” and for the nation to “substantially 
increase the percentage of students who are competent
*A third set of voices comes from the states. Across the nation, a number of states have published well-developed curriculum frameworks to guide the K-12 curriculum in local communities. Though states in the past have set out general guidelines for K-12 curriculum, including the prescription of required high school courses, the more recent curricular frameworks have greater and more complete delineation of curricular content and implied or suggested instructional strategies. Though these state frameworks vary in specificity, a common pedagogical orientation and level of specificity may be emerging. This seems particularly true in mathematics where state frameworks seem to be moving in the direction of the NCTM guidelines. Among the leading states is California, which by its size and degree of activity will heavily influence other states.
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in more than one language”—sounds like the beginning 
of curriculum specifications. And simple logic says that 
we cannot assess whether ‘American students” show 
“demonstrated competence” or are “first in the world” 
unless we first stipulate what we mean by “competence” 
and “what” we wish to be “first” in. To evaluate this 
com petence we need appropriate assessment tools, 
which in turn require that we specify content and 
related pedagogy. Is it any surprise that the dominant 
topic in the first meetings of the Romer Committee has 
been the question of a national assessment instrument?
National Tests

Members of the Romer Committee are not the only 
ones discussing national tests. In the industrialized 
world, it is the rare country that has no common 
national examinations. Such tests are given to almost all 
students at some time in their lives; and they allow 
students, policymakers, parents, and others to judge the 
quality of their children’s achievement. The lack of a 
national test in this country is increasingly frustrating to 
some people who want to understand and improve 
what’s going on in the nation’s schools. In addition, 
many people think tests exert a great deal of influence 
on curriculum. They believe that a well-conceived 
national test could be an important lever for upgrading 
what’s taught (and learned) in the schools. For these 
reasons a number of national test ideas are now per
colating.* *

The President’s Advisory Committee on Education,
* ‘The relationship between tests and teaching and learning is at present a great puzzle in the U.S. Some scholars believe the link to be tight, while others think it is quite loose. Whatever the uncertainty among scholars, however, national reformers seem to have high hopes for the potential impact of tests on curriculum.

for example, chaired by ALCOA CEO Paul O’Neill, is 
considering the appropriateness and feasibility of a 
national test that would be administered to all U.S. stu
dents at two or three grade levels. One version of the 
proposed test would have it normed to international 
standards in the hope that the poor performance of U.S. 
students as compared to their international counter
parts would ring alarm bells and stimulate greater pub
lic in terest in dram atic education reforms. O ther 
versions of the proposal would base the content of the 
examinations on explicated syllabi and would give test 
results importance in students’ lives—by making the 
results available to future employers or college admis
sions officers, for example. Either kind of national test, 
but especially the latter, would imply the existence of a 
well-developed content framework, one that implicitly 
would serve as a national curriculum framework.

But we need not wait for one of these tests in order to 
feel the effect of a national test on the curriculum. The 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 
has, for twenty-five years, been providing periodic 
assessments of student achievement in a number of 
subjects, using national samples of students from three 
age/grade levels. The data from these assessments have 
formed the only consistent national achievement trend 
lines that we have. Yet, until the 1980s, NAEP results 
attracted little public attention. Today, due largely to an 
explosion of concern about education, NAEP results are 
closely tracked by the press and regularly used as 
ammunition by policymakers seeking to challenge cur
rent educational practices.

Two important changes in NAEP will likely catapult 
this test—and its subject frameworks—to yet greater 
importance. First, NAEP’s developers have broadly pub
licized—and thus opened wide to public scrutiny—the 
“content frameworks” and “proficiency standards” upon

T h e  N a t i o n a l  C u r r i c u l u m  a n d  E d u c a t i o n a l  E q u i t y
In the past twenty-five years 

African-American and low-income 
children have taken enormous 
strides towards closing the achieve
ment gap that separated them from 
their white and higher-income 
peers. This closing is the result of 
changes in the nation’s social and 
economic conditions as well as an 
increased national focus on basic 
skills education, a focus brought 
about by Americans’ belief that this 
was the best way to pursue educa
tional equity. Now this basic skills 
emphasis is being legitimately crit
icized: It has produced students 
who lack the rich knowledge base 
and the complex skills that are 
necessary in our technologically 
advanced society.

Many local school districts and 
schools are now instituting reforms 
that will emphasize higher-order 
thinking and put into place more

challenging curricula. As educa
tionally worthwhile as these 
reforms may be, it is important to 
recognize that, relatively speaking, 
they will probably place minorities 
and the poor at a new disadvantage. 
Districts and schools with large 
numbers of poor and minority stu
dents often have less discretionary 
money with which to stimulate 
reform; and they have a range of 
day-to-day problems that drain 
administrative and teacher energy.
It is these districts that typically are 
the last to benefit from locally- 
generated school reforms, if they 
ever benefit at all.

A national curriculum structure 
could help minimize this new gap 
and foster educational equity; ide
ally the national curriculum and its 
support structures (teacher train
ing, materials development, etc.) 
would incorporate improved

approaches to teaching and learn
ing and thus make them available to 
all groups on a more or less equal 
basis, without requiring localities 
to make enormous investments of 
time and money. Moreover, if the 
core of the curriculum was com
mon throughout the nation, and if 
teachers and students alike were 
held to common sets of expecta
tions, then advantaged and 
disadvantaged students would be 
less likely to receive radically dif
ferent curricula, which is too often 
the case now.

Also, a national exam that pro
duced hard, stark data showing 
which districts, schools, and stu
dents were most in need of help 
could stimulate a new federal inter
est in providing additional 
resources to schools in poor areas.

—M.S.J.O., D.C.
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The lack of a national test is increasingly frustrating to some people who want to understand  and improve whafs going on in the nation's schools.

i

which the national assessment is based. These frame
works and standards could be viewed as the beginnings 
of national curriculum frameworks, for they set out the 
academic and intellectual substance of the only national 
educational assessments we have.

Second, NAEP will now report its findings for each 
interested state, not just for the nation at large. Until 
1990, NAEP was only allowed to draw a national sample 
and report national “grades.” A new federal law permit
ted a 1990 experiment, which extended the eighth- 
grade mathematics assessment to include national sam
ples and  samples from any states interested in being 
involved. Thirty-seven states participated. (The results 
will be published in the summer of 1991) In 1992, the 
federally sponsored experiment will probably expand 
and assess fourth- and eighth-grade mathematics in as 
many states as wish to participate. If this second phase of 
the experiment is successful, and if the political climate 
stays positive, all future NAEP assessments will likely 
take state (at the state’s option) as well as national 
samples.

Why are these two changes so significant? Because 
taken together, they could increase pressure on state 
policymakers to bring their state curricula in line with 
NAEP’s “national frameworks.” Consider the following.

Today, the only student test scores that permit state- 
by-state comparisons are the two college entrance 
examinations, the SAT and the ACT. Thus, these test 
scores are the grist for the U.S. Department of Educa
tion’s annual “wall chart,” which purports to compare 
educational quality in different states and which has led 
to some public pressure to improve scores and, thus, 
schools. But, the validity of these scores as indicators of 
the comparative quality of state school systems is 
severely limited by three factors: The samples are not 
representative of even the college-going population in 
any state, because different colleges require different 
tests, and some require none at all; the tests are admin
istered only to late secondary school students and thus 
have little bearing on the schooling of younger students; 
and the SAT test is—by design—insensitive to the cur
riculum of the schools. Given these problems, it is likely 
that within the next few years the wall chart will begin 
using NAEP’s state-by-state data instead of the SAT and 
ACT scores.

If this happens, chief state school officers and their 
colleagues in the state legislatures and governors’ man
sions may be under greater pressure to improve NAEP 
scores than they have been to increase SAT and ACT 
scores. After all, the NAEP comparisons will be more 
legitimate; they will reflect the performance of a truly 
representative sample of the state’s students. Also, NAEP 
is explicitly curriculum-sensitive; it directly reflects 
whether students have learned the content set forth in 
the NAEP frameworks. Moreover, concerned citizens 
will be able to read the frameworks and see precisely 
what it is in math, science, reading, etc., that their 
students don’t know.

If students do poorly, critics of school policy will be 
able to explicitly compare a state’s curriculum with the 
curriculum implied and described by the “national” 
frameworks that shape NAEP. It is likely that the better 
the fit between a state’s curriculum and the NAEP frame
works, the better the state will look on the assessments.

W i n t e r  1 9 9 0 A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  1 5



The pressure upon state policymakers to bring their 
state curricula into conformity with the “national” 
frameworks may be small at first, but will surely grow 
over time in those states that fare badly.
National Teacher Standards

A final area of national attention that bears on the issue 
of national curriculum is the reform of teacher educa
tion and selection. The most germane example is the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 
(NBPTS), a foundation-initiated group funded by private 
and public sources and governed by teachers, teacher 
educators, business people, and state and local govern
ment officials. The purpose of the board is to establish 
standards for teaching practice that would then serve as 
the basis for a voluntary national exam, the passage of 
which would entitle a teacher to an advanced board 
certification credential. [See “Creating a Profession of 
Teaching: The Role of National Board Certification,” 
American Educator, Summer 1990.] Opportunity for 
certification will be available throughout the country, 
and the board’s intention is that the exam and the cer
tification standards will be the same for all applicants.

If teachers across the nation are to have equal oppor
tunities to prepare for the assessments, the framework 
on which the exam is based must be made public; that is, 
teachers must be informed in advance of what they must 
know about pedagogy and their subject-matter area. 
The board expects teachers to study and otherwise 
prepare themselves for the assessments. (Education 
schools likely will begin to offer relevant preparatory 
courses.) This begins to smack of a national curriculum 
—albeit for teachers.

What is the relationship between national certifica
tion for teachers and a national curriculum for students? 
They are linked by the subject-matter content we 
expect teachers to be able to teach. At the very least, the 
NBPTS certification exam will assess teachers’ ability to 
teach appropriate content to their students. The knowl
edge the board would expect teachers to have would 
include the substance of the curriculum it expected 
them to teach. Thus, the NBPTS assessment would have 
to assume that students across the country would be 
learning a common core of knowledge and skills. 3

O NE BEAUTY of the American education system is 
that it encourages the outpouring of creative and 

potentially effective initiatives just described. Unfor
tunately, it does not provide the glue to bind these 
efforts together; and the sponsors of these various 
activities have made only a few deliberate attempts to 
coordinate them.4 Without such coordination, letting a 
dozen flowers bloom could be counterproductive. 
Imagine, for example, that the National Board for Profes
sional Teaching Standards, the AAAS, and NAEP all based 
their efforts on different conceptions of what the curric
ulum’s core science content should be. The result could 
be textbooks based on AAAS guidelines, teachers who 
studied a different body of material in order to become 
board-certified, and a national test that held students 
and schools accountable for learning yet a third body of 
science knowledge. (We might suggest that this is not 
too different from how things function now—but more 
of the same also seems unlikely to result in dramatic

improvement.) This lack of clear linkage among the 
various parts of the system, we would argue, threatens 
to limit, even undermine, the best and most promising 
reform efforts.

The move towards a more national curriculum clearly 
is underway, although it is certainly not irreversible. It is 
time to consider the costs and benefits of what could be 
a sea change in American education and to explore how 
we might structure a national curriculum so as best to 
meet the needs and traditions of this country.
WHAT MIGHT A NATIONAL 
CURRICULUM LOOK LIKE?

Must a national curriculum mean an end to teacher 
creativity? To local control of schools? Must it mean an 
end to the very American idea of “second chances”? Will 
our schools assign kids to a rigid track at age 13, based 
on a single test score? Does a national curriculum mean 
one set of textbooks would be used throughout the country?

The fact is national curriculum  can mean different 
things—and in fact it does have different meanings in 
different countries. In this section we look at the range 
of possibilities in four areas: the extent of curriculum 
specificity; the quality and variety of curriculum mate
rials; the role of national examinations; and the quality 
and effectiveness of teacher preparation.

In considering which variants of a national curricu
lum we find the most promising for this country, we 
must acknowledge three biases: First, we find it very 
difficult to imagine a reason for having a national curric
ulum framework that is uncoordinated with systems of 
assessment, teacher training, instructional materials and 
other school resources, and policies that support teach
ing and learning. Second, the purpose of such an impor
tant change in the educational governance of U.S. 
schools should be to improve the quality of teaching 
and learning. If we are to have a national curriculum, it 
should—through the support and direction it gives to 
framework development, materials development, a 
national examination, and teacher training—stimulate 
teachers and other school people to actively engage all 
of our children w ith rich content that is creatively 
taught. We already are moving toward a de facto national 
basic-skills curriculum—there is no need for a new 
effort if we simply want more of the same. Third, we 
have a great affection for the U.S. system of “second 
chances” in education. We would not like to see this important feature lost.
Nature of the Curriculum Specifications

Many of the questions raised by the prospect of a 
national curriculum center on how detailed its content, 
skills, pedagogical, and sequence requirements would 
be. (Similar questions recently have been raised about 
the curriculum  frameworks of many state systems.) 
These questions often take the following form: Will the 
curriculum require all fourth-grade teachers in the state 
or nation to teach the same unit on adding fractions 
during the tenth week of the school year? Underlying 
this question are others: Would such a curriculum stifle 
teacher initiative and creativity? Would it give teachers 
adequate leeway to try new methods and to pursue their
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We already are moving toward a  de facto national basic-skills curriculum—there is no need fo r  a new effort if  we simply want more of the same.

favorite interests in such areas as science or social stud
ies, for example?

There is no simple or single answer to such questions. 
Much will depend on how the national curriculum 
frameworks are designed. Four elements of the design 
are especially important.

•  The first concerns how much detail the curriculum 
frameworks will specify. Does the English literature 
framework specify the particular novels to be read? Are 
certain kinds of experiments required in the elementary 
school framework, as they are in Japan, for example? The 
NCTM standards and the 1984 California mathematics 
frameworks represent the flexible end of this con
tinuum. Both emphasize student outcom es to be 
accomplished rather than the specific topics to be cov
ered and instructional strategies to be employed. For 
example, the California math framework requires that 
between kindergarten and third grade, students learn 
such things as to “count by ones, twos, fives, and tens” 
and to “recognize and count money.” California has 
augmented its math framework with model curriculum 
guides that provide somewhat more specificity and 
guidance to teachers who elect to use them.

More recent California frameworks, such as those in 
science and history/social science, are more specific. 
They provide greater direction and detail through care
fully stating what is important about the issues to be 
covered and what must be covered at each grade level. 
But they continue to give local districts, schools, and 
teachers great latitude in tailoring their courses of 
study. 5 The California history/social science framework, 
for example, offers a five- to ten-page essay describing 
the content that should be covered in each of its 
required yearlong courses. The guidance materials in 
Japan, while not so lengthy, are even more prescriptive 
in setting out required topics, curricular objectives, and 
even some instructional tasks.

•  A second and closely related element is the specifi
cation of when particular content and skills are required 
or expected to be taught. There was a time when the 
French minister of education could brag that he knew to 
the minute what was being taught in all of the nation’s 
schools. By that standard, even the Japanese elementary 
curriculum seems flexible; though its content and the 
year in which it must be taught is specified, the precise 
time during the school year is not. But by the Japanese 
standard, the curriculum specifications set out in the 
NCTM standards and in most of the California frame
works—which are highly specific by American stan
dards—are quite relaxed, for those documents outline 
material to be covered within a three- or four-year 
range.

•  A third element concerns the depth and breadth of 
the curriculum. Should equal importance and time be 
given to every decade of U.S. history since 1607, or 
should more attention be given to certain eras? Must we 
cover as much of the content of chemistry, physics, and 
biology as we possibly can during high school? Or 
should a student be expected to become especially 
proficient in a few key areas of each science? These 
issues are especially important for U.S. schools because 
many recent observers—including such diverse people 
as William Bennett, Theodore Sizer, Arthur Powell, and

(Continued on page 40)
W i n t e r  1 9 9 0 A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  1 7



Am erica  t h e  
M ulticultural

By R o b e r t  J. C o t t r o l

I GREW UP in the fifties, in an era when public schools, 
with few exceptions, presented a picture of the world 

that was relentlessly monocultural and, I might add, 
monochromatic. World history classes presented us 
with an impressive array of European heroes and vil
lains, King John I (who I confess made a greater impres
sion on me as the villain of numerous Robin Hood

Robert J. Cottrol is a specialist in American legal his
tory and an associate professor o f  law a t Rutgers 
School o f  Law in Camden, NewJersey. He is the author 
o /T he Afro-Yankees: Providence’s Black Community in 
the Antebellum Era and m any articles about race and  
law in the United States. This article is drawn fro m  a 
speech he delivered a t the AFT conference, “Building  
Alliances fo r  Youth at Risk. ”

movies than as the grantor of the Magna Carta), 
Charlemagne, Columbus, Louis XIV, Napoleon, Kaiser 
Wilhelm, Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill, and the list 
goes on. Rarely did the standard world history class 
examine the lives of the great figures from Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, or the indigenous populations of the 
Americas. Likewise, in American history class it was 
possible to go through the school year learning about 
Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Lincoln, Roosevelt, 
Wilson and other great men of U.S. history, with only a 
pause, in February, during what was then called “Negro 
History Week,” to spend a brief moment on George 
Washington Carver and his experiments on the peanut.

So my views on multicultural education are informed, 
in part, by childhood memories. But my views also have 
been informed by my adult experiences. I have spent 
my adult life studying the role of race in American legal
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school will suddenly become scholars, enthusiastic and 
interested in their school work. Would that this were so! 
We then could easily switch to a more Afro-centric or 
Hispano-centric or Asia-centric curriculum, confident 
that a change in subject matter would produce diligent, 
enthusiastic students. The increase in language and ana
lytical skills alone that would result from their new 
studiousness would more than justify any subject mat
ter deficiencies such a curriculum might produce. 
These could be corrected later.

Unhappily, multicultural education has only a mar
ginal ability to bring about such a transformation. The 
students most at risk—those from decaying inner city 
neighborhoods, those from broken families, those who 
join gangs in fear of their lives, those who are the heirs of 
a culture of despair that has developed in all too many of 
our ghettoes in the last generation—will not be inspired

A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  1 9

and social history. This study has left me with an appre
ciation for the diversity of American culture and for 
America’s opportunity to contribute further to global civilization.

LET ME first say what multicultural education is not, 
or at least should not attempt to be. It should not 

simply be a program designed for minority students. 
There is a temptation to believe that multicultural edu
cation can somehow provide a quick fix for the ills that 
plague inner-city education. If only we teach inner-city 
students about the African Kingdom of Mali in the Mid
dle Ages instead of dwelling on Medieval England, if we 
present less Abraham Lincoln and more Frederick 
Douglass, if we offer more of the writings of Malcolm X 
and less discussion of the Eisenhower administration, 
then students who previously had been turned off by
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nor have their lives radically changed by the addition of 
a multicultural dimension to their educations, however 
much we might hope so. The addition of black, or 
Hispanic, or Asian, or Indian heroes and role models 
might inspire a few such students, but multicultural 
education cannot be seen as a remedy for society’s 
neglect of its cities, the poor people that dwell in them, 
and the urban schools that will shape the next genera
tion of Americans.

Nor should multicultural education be the occasion 
for building up false ethnic pride or for substituting 
myths about people of African, Asian, or Latin American 
descent for myths concerning people of European 
descent. Multicultural education should not be an 
excuse for replacing the myth of ‘America the Perfect” 
with ‘America the Reprobate.” In an honest, serious 
multicultural education, one in which students encoun
ter the rich diversity of the American heritage, our 
students should learn about the greatness of Thomas 
Jefferson’s ideas and  that, as a slaveholder, he betrayed 
America’s ideals. Our students should learn about the 
great achievement that was the opening of the American 
West and  about the tremendous price America’s indige
nous populations paid in the process.

The fact is that American history—like any history— 
offers no simple, pure truths. Our history is neither 
great nor terrible, but a complicated mix of both, with 
good growing from evil, and evil growing from good. It 
is this complexity that makes history interesting and 
challenging. We shouldn’t deny students of any color 
the richness of this American dilemma.

THE TEACHING of history is probably the most 
important part of multicultural education because 
it is the major means by which the culture, values, and 

legacy of our civilization are passed from one genera
tion to the next. American history, like history generally, 
tells us the ways in which our civilization is unique, and 
yet, properly taught, it reminds us of our kinship with 
others who share the human experience.

Every student who passes through our school system 
needs to be made aware that the cultures of peoples 
from every corner of the earth have made significant 
contributions to the American experience. This means 
teachers must bring some of the newer historical schol
arship into the classroom. At one time those who wrote 
about and taught history believed their mission was to 
relate the stories of the great men and public events of 
each age and to ignore the day-to-day lives of ordinary 
people. We would learn about George Washington but 
little about the lives and motivations of the farmers, 
shopkeepers, and artisans who served with him in the 
Continental Army. Or we would learn about the Lin- 
coln-Douglas debates but little about the agonies of the 
slaves who w ere at the heart of those debates. We 
learned about the building of the transcontinental rail
road but nothing about the day-to-day living conditions 
of Irish and Chinese laborers who carved that railroad 
out of the American wilderness.

Much recent scholarship—by focusing more on the 
lives and contributions of minorities; on the political 
and social lives of ordinary Americans; and by exploiting 
such historical sources as census data, court records, 
and voting statistics—has given us a more complete

At every p o in t in our nation’s history, American culture has been transformed, and our democratic ideals tested and strengthened, by America’s black, brown, red, and  yellow citizens.
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picture of the American past. It is important that this 
new, more historically accurate picture be painted for 
our students as early in their education as possible. The 
incorporation of that scholarship will tell us and our 
students much concerning the civilization that we 
Americans of all colors have built on the North American continent.

Our civilization began with an English base. We need 
not deny nor underplay this fact even when we are 
teaching children of African, Latin American, Asian, 
American Indian, and I might add, Eastern and Southern 
European descent. Our notions of law and politics, of 
constitutionalism in the broadest sense of that term, are 
English in origin. It was in England that modern con
cepts of limited, representative government, due pro
cess in criminal trials, the rights to organize politically 
and challenge the government through orderly political 
processes took their modern form. These ideas have 
captured the imagination of the world; they have been 
adopted as ideals and, increasingly, as practices by peo
ple of every race. The great Latin American liberator 
Simon Bolivar took American ideas of constitutionalism 
and incorporated them into the fundamental charters of 
a number of South American countries. He went the 
American Constitution one step better by, in many 
cases, abolishing slavery immediately upon attainment 
of independence. And these constitutional ideals have 
been spread by Americans of every race. Japanese-Amer- 
icans helped draft Japan’s postwar democratic constitu
tion. The great African-American lawyer and jurist 
Justice Thurgood Marshall helped draft Kenya’s first 
constitution as an independent nation.

The spread of Anglo-American constitutionalism has 
been a multiracial enterprise as was the creation of 
English as a universal language. The English language 
was spread by British colonial administrators and by 
Americans of every description, by Jewish-American 
tourists, by Polish-American students studying in for
eign universities, by Hispanic Peace Corps volunteers, 
by the Negro and Nisei GIs who played a large part in 
liberating Italy and France during World War II.

BUT THE story of America is not just about how 
Anglo-American ideas were spread by a multi

cultural citizenry. At every point in our nation’s history, 
American culture has been transformed, and our demo
cratic ideals tested and strengthened, by America’s 
black, brown, red, and yellow citizens. This is a story all 
students need to know. We should tell students about 
anthropological historian Peter Wood, whose work on 
eighteenth-century South Carolina, “Black Majority,” 
shows us that much of the American cowboy culture 
had West African origins. Our students should know that 
at the time of the Constitution’s formation that the issues 
of slavery and black citizenship were hotly debated, and 
they should know that black people were not passive 
bystanders in that debate. The odyssey of early Amer
ican freedom is not complete unless students learn of 
Paul Cuffee’s successful struggle to attain black suffrage 
in eighteenth-century Massachusetts or that Richard 
Allen established an independent black church in eigh
teenth-century Philadelphia because he and his con
gregation refused to participate in a segregated church. 
A student who walks away from an American history

class unaware that the nineteenth-century war between 
the United States and the Seminole nation of Florida 
occurred because Seminole chief Osceola regarded the 
fugitive slaves who lived among the Seminole as an 
integral part of the Seminole nation and refused to 
return them to their former masters has missed an 
important chapter in the history of the struggle for 
freedom in this country. Nor should we neglect to tell 
our students that the Texas War for Independence (the 
war in which the battle of the Alamo was fought) 
occurred, in part, because Mexico had abolished slavery 
and refused to allow American settlers in Texas to maintain slaves.

The struggles to end segregation and slavery and to 
build a more just society in their aftermath, provide the 
most vivid examples of how a multicultural population 
changed this country and helped enlarge the definition 
of freedom h e re , and indeed around the world. An Afro- 
American culture was formed in slavery, a culture dif
ferent from the West African culture from which its 
people were descended—a fact we should never lose 
sight of for if we do, we run the risk of asking black 
students to substitute an ersatz African culture for the 
rich African-American culture that is theirs. The Afro- 
American culture formed in slavery was an American 
culture and one that influenced not only black Amer
icans but white ones as well. Who can look at American 
music, storytelling, and cooking without seeing this 
Afro-American culture? Who can look at southern white 
Protestantism and its fervent religiosity and deny the 
Afro-American influence?

But the impact of black people on the story of Amer
ican freedom is broader and deeper than these exam
ples. No student should leave our schools w ithout 
having encountered the life of Frederick Douglass, pre
ferably in one of his magnificent autobiographies. Doug
lass, one of n in e teen th -cen tu ry  A m erica’s great 
statesmen and men of letters overcame handicaps even 
greater than those of his legendary friend Abraham 
Lincoln. Born a slave, he had a bootlegged education as a 
child, clandestinely taught to read and write by his 
master’s wife. He escaped and had an incredible career 
as an abolitionist, journalist, and statesman. His concern 
for human freedom extended far beyond the precincts 
of slavery and race. He was an early advocate of women’s 
suffrage and the betterment of working class whites. 
While still a fugitive, he stayed in England for a time. 
Notwithstanding his gratitude to his English hosts and 
his appreciation for their support of the American aboli
tionist cause, he did not hesitate to criticize England’s 
treatment of Ireland and to befriend the Irish statesman 
Daniel O’Connell. During the Civil War, Douglass played 
a courageous role in persuading Lincoln to move 
beyond simple unionism to embrace the antislavery 
cause. No American student can truly be said to have 
had a complete education without studying the life of 
this remarkable man.

But there are others who must be studied. The slaves 
and free black men who rallied to the American cause 
and served with the Union forces during the Civil War 
helped w rite a new chapter in American constitu
tionalism. Students should become familiar with these 
lives, and I would heartily recommend the movie Glory 

(Continued on page 38)
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Ch a o s  o n  
Sesam e Str eet

Does This Carnival of Images 
Help Students Read?

B y  J a n e  M . H ealy

W ITH A small sigh, four-year-old Nancy, thumb in 
mouth, settles down next to her grandmother. 

The television screen assails them with its blasts of 
music and color, brighter and louder than life. A con
fusing melee of animation churns forth as characters, 
seated around a dinner table, leap up and down shouting 
a harsh and hurried parody of human conversation. 
What are they yelling about? A winter storm rages vio
lently on the sound track, doors slam, dishes crash; the 
sound effects drown out the few words that might other
wise be intelligible.

“What is it? What is it?” whines Nancy’s two-year-old 
brother Peter, running to the screen and anxiously 
pointing at something. But Peter’s question remains 
unanswered. The scene and characters alter, the action 
races relentlessly along, and Peter retreats to Grand
mother’s other side.

From across the room, I am stunned by the sensory 
assault of “Sesame Street.” The cacophony of vignettes 
that change, literally, by the minute is overwhelming.

“Sesame Street” segments last anywhere from thirty- 
or forty-five seconds to a rare maximum of three min
utes each. Muppets, people, objects, cartoons cascade

Jane M. Healy is a reading specialist and an educa
tional psychologist. She is the author o f  Endangered 
Minds: Why Our Children Don’t Think (Simon and  
Schuster, New York, 1990), from  which this article was 
adapted with permission.

forth—each scene arrestingly novel and removed both 
visually and contextually from the one before. Within 
twenty minutes we are propelled from Spain or Mexico 
(the pace is so rapid it is hard to tell which) to the 
streets of New York, to a zoo, behind the set of a televi
sion studio, and to a game show. A cartoon history on 
how peanuts are grown and peanut butter is made is 
shown in fifty seconds, narrated by a voice mimicking an 
antebellum  Southern accent. “It gr-ao-ws in the 
gr-ao-und!” we are told. Nancy looks up, puzzled. Grand
mother starts to explain, but the children’s attention is 
instantly captured by numerals that leap onto the 
screen to dance, jump, metamorphose—appear, disap
pear, grow larger, smaller, in the flick of an eyelash.

“One, two, three,” shouts a disembodied voice. H 
floats by, suddenly experiencing an explosion of parts 
that transforms it to h. “// ,” the voice intones, but imme
diately h is gone and we are on a street in London where 
cartoon characters shout a slapstick routine featuring 
rhyming sounds, unrelated in any discernible way to the previous “teaching.”

A pulsating red numeral 3 appears, capering among a 
series of boxes. “Three,” blasts the sound track amid 
more sounds of crashing and banging. Now 3 becomes a 
ball and leaps into the final box, which immediately is 
transformed (to  an adult’s eyes) into some sort of 
grinder; in a second, 3 decomposes and comes pouring 
out the spout as red powder.

“What happened to it?” asks Grandma.
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“I don’t know,” says Nancy, registering surprise.
But there is no time to discuss. The show must go on.

THE WORST thing about “Sesame Street” is that 
people believe it is educationally valuable. It 

amazes me that so many people seem to have accepted 
the notion that this peripatetic carnival will somehow 
teach kids to read—despite the fact that the habits of 
mind necessary for reading are exactly those that “Ses
ame Street” does not teach: language, active reflection, 
persistence, and internal control. The truth is that most 
adults have probably not taken time to sit down and 
view the program objectively, from the perspective of 
tender young brains struggling to make the connections 
that will organize their intellects. They should.

Each week “Sesame Street” is viewed by almost half of 
all American preschoolers—more than 5.8 million chil
dren between ages two and five watch an average of 
three episodes per week. Where I live, the hour-long 
program is broadcast three times a day. (In contrast, 
Reading Rainbow, which actually stimulates book cir
culation in libraries by engaging its audience with good 
children’s books, is aired once a week at a time when 
children who can read are in school.) The major prob
lem with “Sesame Street,” however, does not lie in the 
proportion of total viewing time it occupies, but in the 
messages it conveys—or fails to—about learning and 
about what constitutes constructive children’s p rogramming.

“Sesame Street” is expensive in every respect. Esti
mates put the cost of producing each viewing hour at 
anywhere between $92,000 and $1 million.1 No one 
questions that this monumental effort and expense 
reflect good and earnest intentions on the part of the 
program’s producers, Children’s Television Workshop. 
Yet when we encourage preschoolers to watch “Sesame 
Street,” we are programming them to enjoy—perhaps 
even need—overstimulation and to believe that learning 
is something adults can be expected to make happen as 
quickly and pleasantly as possible. Thus prepared, the 
children hardly can be blamed if they fail to discover for 
themselves the personal joys—time-consuming as they 
are—of serious learning, mental effort, and mastery.

Despite its obviously large budget, this careftilly 
crafted flagship of television’s educational armada has 
not produced significant research by which its effec
tiveness can be assessed. Although elaborate “instruc
tional goals” for the program have been promulgated, 
there is little accountability for meeting them. Almost 
all of the research done by Children’s Television Work
shop, in fact, falls in the category of “formative evalua
tion,” i.e., research that mainly tests the program ’s 
appeal.2 “Summative” research, by which the attain
ment of those instructional goals might be evaluated, 
has mainly been left up for grabs—and for all twenty 
years of the program ’s life, few researchers have grabbed.

But everything we know about how children should 
be taught to read suggests that “Sesame Street” is going 
about it in the wrong way. Here are ten of those ways.
1. It Teaches Letters Too Early

“Sesame Street” has popularized the belief that it is 
appropriate for most preschoolers to learn to read. In
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fact, it is a serious mistake to push reading skills on 
children before they have completed certain develop
mental tasks that will enable them to understand what 
they are reading. To become good readers, children first 
must install in their brains the cognitive and language 
furnishings that will allow literacy to take root and 
blossom. During the early years, this is best done 
through active, hands-on experiences (e.g., playing, 
building, exploring, talking) imaginative social play, and 
listening with enjoyment to good children’s literature.

Preschoolers also need to practice the fine motor 
skills that will eventually enable them to write. New 
research indicates that the increase in dysgraphia (diffi
culty with handwriting) now plaguing the schools may 
be related to the fact that children have spent so much 
more time in front of the TV than in free play and such 
activities as bead stringing, carpentry, sand and water 
play, drawing with crayons, cutting out shapes, and 
other natural and appropriate learning activities. 3 “Ses
ame Street” could—and should—do much more to 
encourage these activities.

In contrast, learning letter names and “sounding out” 
words are better saved for later—usually around the age 
of six. Many, perhaps even most, preschoolers’ brains are 
not prepared to connect written symbols to the sounds 
they represent. Many experts now believe that early 
pressure to remember letters and their sounds may 
cause learning problems, especially for children whose 
environments have not primed them for literacy. At the 
very least, youngsters who are mystified by the meaning 
of the dancing letters on “Sesame Street” are being set 
up to feel failure. Why can’t they understand something 
that everybody else seems to think is so important? If 
teaching letter sounds to preschoolers really were 
important, it might be worth the risk. But it is not.
2. It Emphasizes Letters Over Meaning

“Sesame Street” has overemphasized letters and 
numerals and underemphasized the language develop
ment and thinking skills necessary to make these sym
bols meaningful. Contrary to what most parents believe, 
learning the alphabet is only a small part—and the 
easier part—of learning to read.

Children who believe the program’s implicit message 
that alphabet letters are the major key to reading are 
headed for trouble. When researchers ask groups of 
poor readers what reading is all about, they’ll often say 
something like: “sounding out the words.” When good 
readers are asked the same question, they give answers 
such as, “understanding what the words and the sen
tences say.” Somehow, the poor readers have failed to 
pick up the idea that reading must take them far beyond 
the alphabet into an active search for meaning.

Dr. Ingvar Lundberg, from the University of Umea in 
Sweden, has shown the importance of exposing chil
dren to a language-rich environment. His large study of 
ch ild ren’s reading developm ent reports that even 
though Scandinavian children do not enter school until 
age seven, most pick up basic decoding (alphabet and 
word-reading) sldlls without difficulty. But he also finds 
“a reasonably good school environment” alone does not 
guarantee that children will develop strong comprehen
sion skills. “Home factors play a very considerable role 
as far as comprehension is concerned.”4
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What these less-advantaged children need is not early 
phonics but language development. Yet “Sesame Street” 
offers a poor language environment. Although apolo
gists for the program claim that its sentence length and 
grammatical complexity are appropriate for young chil
dren,? the only study I could locate on this topic failed 
to take into account the pace, clarity, or volume level of 
the characters’ speech. Even a casual observer soon 
becomes aware that most of the characters talk too fast 
and shift topics too abruptly. Research on the develop
ment of auditory abilities shows that children of four, 
five, and even six years need slow, repetitive talk, with 
emphasis on word inflections.6

‘You know,” explains Dr. Janet Jensen, a prominent 
researcher in this field, “the way kindergarten teachers 
talk. Everyone makes jokes about it: ‘Now—children— 
let’s—look—at—the—bunny,’ but they do that because 
the kids need and respond to it. Many children’s pro
grams, including “Sesame Street,” go much too fast for 
them.”7 (Testimony to the fact that a children’s program 
can respect these needs and still be enduringly popular 
comes from Mister Rogers of “Mister Rogers’ Neigh
borhood,” whose slow, repetitive speech appeals 
instinctively to preschoolers—at least to those whose 
sensibilities have not been dulled by raucous side
shows.)

“Sesame S tree t” also subord inates m eaningful 
dialogue to braingrabbing visual events, noises, and 
slapstick comedy. This emphasis is particularly trou
bling in view of the fact that disadvantaged children and 
those with reading disabilities commonly show diffi
culty in using what are called “verbal strategies” for 
processing information. The tendency to focus on the 
nonverbal aspects of a situation and disregard the lan
guage sets a child up for difficulty in school.

“Sesame S treet” sporadically attem pts to teach 
vocabulary (e.g., names of ten baby animals in ninety
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seconds), but its format discourages sustained attention 
to the meaning of the grammar, sentences, or phrasal 
inflections that children will find in the books they read. 
And far too little effort is made to get the child to 
respond.

The few studies that suggest “Sesame Street” teaches 
preschoolers to recognize a few more spoken vocabu
lary words provide very unconvincing evidence of over
all language development. Although children who have 
watched “Sesame Street” get better at pointing to pic
tures in response to vocabulary words,8 this type of 
recognition-level test cannot be taken to mean that the 
children can use the words in their own conversation. 9 
In one study it was the children whose parents encour
aged them to watch “Sesame Street” who had the lowest 
overall vocabulary scores!10

Twenty years of throwing alphabet letters and danc
ing words at children have produced exactly what we 
might expect: students, who even after learning to read, 
lack the foundations for further progress; children who 
find reading “boring,” who are satisfied with the super
ficial, who can’t understand why meaning doesn’t 
appear magically—like a visual effect—and who give up 
when it doesn’t. The resulting failure and disenchant
ment are particularly tragic for the very children the 
program primarily was designed to serve.
3. How Does Print Behave?

The way the program treats letters and other symbols 
gives children an odd idea of what to expect from the 
printed page. Words in books do not jump about, trans
form before one’s eyes, or call attention to themselves. 
Children, particularly those who have little or no expe
rience with real books during the preschool years, are in 
for quite a shock when they get to school and discover 
that print in books stands still. No wonder they turn off 
when told that they must bend their brains around the 
words, rather than having a barrage of letters, words, 
and pictures attacking their brains.

Even on the rare occasions when a real book slides 
through the cracks between the program’s animation 
and agitation, usually only the book’s illustrations are 
shown. (These, incidentally, tend to appear pallid and 
uninteresting when compared to the program’s vivid 
coloration.) As a result, children can miss out on an 
im portant aspect of reading readiness. Technically 
termed metalinguistic awareness, it comprises knowl
edge that literate adults take for granted:

•  understanding that letters make up words and that 
written words must be linked together into meaningful sentences;

•  knowing what a “word” is (i.e., that funny-looking 
bunch of squiggles with white space on all sides);

•  knowing the conventions of print (i.e., in English 
we read from left to right, observe punctuation marks, etc.)

Metalinguistic awareness is an important predictor of 
a child’s success with early reading and is apt to be 
particularly deficient in the target audience of “Sesame 
Street.” Youngsters may be totally bewildered in school 
when the teacher says, “Now, Johnny, try to read this 
word,” if Johnny has never learned to differentiate 
among letters, words, and sentences. Many children 
who haven’t been exposed to books, or who have little
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experience drawing and scribbling, can’t visually locate 
word boundaries or consistently follow a line of type 
from left to right. “Sesame Street” should place more 
emphasis on promoting this metalinguistic awareness.
4. Bits vs. Big Bites of Meaning

Children who watch “Sesame Street” are exposed to 
lots of incidental knowledge, but adults who think this 
kind of information automatically makes kids “smarter” 
are fooling themselves. If children can’t process the 
knowledge bits or link them to other bits, the knowl
edge will not be very useful. And, indeed, according to a 
report from the International Reading Association, 
“children of all ability levels in grades four to twelve 
have considerable difficulty in studying and linking 
together the concepts presented in science and social 
studies texts.”

Children have many little bits of information, but they 
can’t seem to see relationships, make inferences, or 
draw conclusions, according to teachers ranging from 
kindergarten to college level.

Watching “Sesame Street” with an adult brain can be 
very frustrating. The rapid, minute-by-minute altera
tions in context—from a pirate ship to a city street, from 
a barnyard to a cartoon of le tte r symbols—defy 
sequence or logic and make it impossible to see rela
tionships, determine cause and effect, or sustain a train 
of thought. Such brain training is directly antagonistic to 
the active and sustained work on connecting ideas 
needed to understand written text.
5. Listening vs. Looking

Why doesn’t “Sesame Street” make a greater effort to 
teach listening skills? Many in the growing ranks of poor 
readers (and spellers) can’t listen carefully enough to 
discriminate individual sounds in words or identify the 
order in which they come (e.g., “Here is a word: sun. 
Now tell me what sound you hear first in the word sun. 
Which sound do you hear last?”)

“Sesame Street” purports to teach children phonics, 
and its statement of educational goals includes such 
elements of phonological awareness as rhyming words 
(w h ich , unfortunately , too  often  are p resen ted  
unclearly and far too rapidly) The program’s demand
ing visual format belies the claim, however, since pho
nics, by definition, is an ear skill, not an eye skill. More
over, research shows that if auditory processing skills 
aren’t embedded in the brain during the critical early 
years, it is much harder, if possible at all, to develop them later.

Research also shows that children process the same 
information differently, depending on w hether they 
look at it or listen to it. In one study, clear differences 
were found between children who had seen a folktale 
on television and those who heard the same dialogue 
read from a storybook. Children who had watched the 
story described the visual effects and what the charac
ters did. Those in the read-aloud group described more 
dialogue and gave significantly more information about 
the story’s content and its characters.11

Children need lots of good, slow, clear exposure to 
the sounds and words that will become their armamen
tarium for attacking language meaning. What a shame 
they are not getting it from this program.
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6. Perceptual Organization vs. Perceptual 
Defense

One of the brain’s major early purposes is to organize 
the confusing array of sensory stimuli that begin to 
bombard us at birth. In particular, the ability to organize 
a visual field is the entry point to reading. Children with 
poor visual organization skills often have difficulty dis
tinguishing word boundaries and keeping their place in 
the text. Yet, rather than encouraging children to 
develop perceptual organization, programs such as 
“Sesame Street” may actually foster habits ofperceptual 
defense as a matter of simple neural self-protection. 
When even an adult brain has difficulty organizing con
fusing action, abrupt changes, and inexplicable visual 
effects, we should not be surprised when children are 
overwhelmed by the perceptual chaos.

Though it has been suggested, there is no firm evi
dence that television causes serious, organic, or percep
tual problems. We need studies that will examine the 
possible subtle effects of noisy, visually demanding pro
gramming on a normal child’s perceptual (auditory and 
visual) organization skills. The “tuned-out” viewing 
behavior that many parents report in their children may 
simply be the immature nervous system’s defense 
against overstimulation.
7. Active vs. Passive Brains

Poor readers—and poor problem  solvers in any 
domain—tend to be passive; they give up if they don’t 
immediately “get it.” Such habits of incomprehension 
may be exacerbated by programs that suggest that 
understanding something is either unnecessary or 
impossible. Although research suggests that most chil
dren instinctively try to comprehend what they see on 
TV, they are often prevented from doing so by confusing 
program formats. When these kinds of programs are 
watched frequently, children soon learn they are nei
ther required nor expected to understand what they are watching.

Studies are beginning to show that young children 
can’t comprehend much of what they see on “Sesame 
Street.” Dr. Jerome Singer, Yale’s noted authority on 
children and television, cites an example:

One of the programs in the series we studied 
involved an attempt on the part of the producers of 
“Sesame Street” to demonstrate the notion of deaf
ness to children. A group of deaf children were 
in troduced  and they engaged in a series of 
activities, including suggesting letters through 
their body postures. Despite the production effort 
and undeniable sensitivity of the show (at least 
from the perspective of an adult), only one of the 
preschoolers in our sample of sixty who viewed 
this program grasped that the children on the 
screen could not hear. In effect thousands of dol
lars went into the production which failed com
pletely to communicate its major message to the 
preschooler target viewing audience.

8. Good Readers Learn to Remember
If children are to be effective readers, they must 

understand what they have read and be able to
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rem em ber it. Such memory demands mental per
severance and a command of active memory' strategies. 
Passive brains retain sensations, not information.

Children who do not understand what they' are seeing 
do not learn active m em ory strategies. Curiously, 
although “Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood” does not rivet 
children to the set (research has shown they are much 
more inclined to walk and look around than during the 
sensorially demanding format of “Sesame Street”), they 
actually remember more from “Mister Rogers’ Neigh
borhood.” In this regard, reports Dr. Singer, those chil
dren who were less in telligen t suffered more [i.e., 
remembered less] from  exposure to Sesame Street, ” 
purportedly designed fo r  the educationally disadvan
taged [emphasis added].”12
9- Good Readers Can Pay Attention

Young children’s minds tend to wander when they 
watch television, unless their attention is continually 
pulled back. Researchers who cite studies “proving” 
that children “pay attention” to TV are usually referring 
to this type of involuntary attention, which is quite 
different from the sort of voluntary attention  needed 
to do well in school in general and in reading in par
ticular.

Ideas in a text do not seize the reader's mind the way 
Ernie and Big Bird can. Reading demands sustained 
voluntary attention from a mind that can hold a train of 
th o u g h t long enough to  re flec t on it, no t one 
accustomed to having its attention jerked around every 
few seconds.
10. Who Makes the Pictures?

One of the mosl serious charges leveled against tele
vision viewing in general is that it robs children of the
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ability to make pictures in their own minds. This critical 
skill is a cornerstone of good reading, not only because 
it keeps the reader connected to the text, but also 
because it is a very practical way to keep track of and 
remember what has been read. When poor readers— 
and poor verbal problem solvers—hear (o r read) 
words, they have trouble projecting anything on their 
screens of imagination.

Not long ago, I visited an advanced-placem ent 
English class in a fast-track high school. The first act of 
Macbeth had been assigned to students as homework 
the previous evening; as they arrived in class the teacher 
asked them to write a description of what they had 
“seen” as they read. In a classful of good readers, I 
anticipated some colorful and dramatic accounts, and I 
was not disappointed. For a handful of students, how
ever, this assignment proved frustrating.

“I read this over and over, but I guess I just don’t see 
anything  when I read,” lamented one girl.

“That must make it hard to understand what you’re reading,” I said.
“It sure does,” she responded. “Maybe that’s why I

really hate reading—but don’t tell Mrs.---------!”
Later the teacher drew me aside to tell me that the 

same students who didn’t see the pictures were the 
ones she was most worried about. “I knew they weren’t 
as good readers as the others,” she said. “Now I think I 
know one reason why.”

Visual imagery also helps in solving math and science 
problems. “If Tom has three baskets of apples with 
twelve apples in each, and he divides each basketful 
evenly into four small boxes, how many boxes will he 
have and how many apples will each box contain?” 
Many people use some sort of visual image to “see” the 
baskets and boxes and to keep track of each step in the 
problem. Interestingly, students of the “Sesame Street” 
generation have particular difficulty with such mathe
matical story problems. It seems that a combination of 
poor reading skill, lack of persistence, and inability to 
visualize contributes to this difficulty. While this skill 
seems to come more naturally to some brains than to 
others, it can be developed with practice. In a few 
studies, after children had been taught to make mental 
pictures, their reading scores went up.13

In teaching visual imagery, “Sesame Street” is con
strained by its medium. Nonetheless, it should not be 
too difficult to come up with some activities that will 
elicit “mind pictures.” The more children become 
accustomed to this externally demanding visual format, 
the less likely they probably will be to generate their 
own scenarios.

Only a few studies have looked at the relationship 
between television and aspects of the imagination in 
general. But findings do show that children tend to 
provide longer and more imaginative endings to audio 
(radio) than to audiovisual (TV) stories.14
ISN’T THERE ANYTHING GOOD ABOUT 
“SESAME STREET”?

During a famine, even a sacred cow may be required 
to yield some nourishment. During the two years I have 
watched “Sesame Street” for the purpose of writing this 
review, I’ve noticed some encouraging changes. The 

(Continued on page 39)
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A G lim pse  at T e a c h in g  
_  CONDITIONS IN 
T o p  Private Sc h o o l s

By A r t h u r  G. P o w e l l

O NE FEATURE of public school reform is the pro
posed em pow erm ent of adults who work in 

schools. Reformers have advocated increasing prin
cipals’ authority at the school site, while simultaneously 
increasing the authority and autonomy of classroom 
teachers. Much of what has been called restructuring 
refers to decentralizing and dispersing educational 
authority to the building level. Additional policy empha
ses flow directly or indirectly from these general 
themes: small and caring school environments (instead 
of large and impersonal ones); greater parent involve
ment; character development as an explicit goal; and an 
unapologetic emphasis on academic learning, including

more homework and higher standards.
It goes without saying that none of these themes is 

found exclusively in private schools or even in all pri
vate schools. And yet these are among the features that 
many private schools regard as their most distinctive 
characteristics. In these circumstances it seems useful 
to explore workplace conditions within private schools 
as they are experienced by teachers.

We focus here on the type of private schools known as 
“independent” schools. These schools present two ana
lytic advantages. Relative to most other private schools, 
they are less suffused with denominational religion and 
therefore more similar to the legal circumstances of 
public schools. In addition, independent schools are the 
most expensive private schools. The median tuition for 
all American private schools in the 1985-86 school year 
was SI, 100 (calculated using each school’s highest tui
tion level) Yet, in the same year, the median twelfth- 
grade tuition of independent private day schools was 
55,338 [National Association of Independent Schools 
(NAIS) 1985]. Although their high cost makes them 
inaccessible to most Americans, it also permits an exam
ination of institutions that are chosen by families who 
can afford any type of schooling. In many areas of Amer
ican consumer life, what the few possess today is what 
the many will prefer—and receive—in some form tomorrow.

Independent schools are a small minority within the 
private school universe—perhaps fifteen hundred

Arthur G. Powell is a senior research associate a t the 
N ational Association o f  Independent Schools. He is the author (w ith  Eleanor Farrar and David K Cohen) o f  
The Shopping Mall High School: Winners and Losers in 
the Educational Marketplace. This article is adapted 
with permission o f  Teachers’ College Press from  The 
Contexts of Teaching in Secondary Schools: Teachers’ 
Realities, edited by Milbrey W. McLaughlin, Joan E. 
Talbert, and  N ina Bascia. ©Teachers College Press, New York, 1990.
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schools out of an estimated total of nearly twenty-six 
thousand private schools. They enroll perhaps 10 per
cent of the roughly 5.5 million Americans who attend 
private schools [National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES) 1987; NAIS, 1987]. They are managed by inde
pendent boards of trustees; they are nonprofit institu
tions which hardly ever receive funds from external 
systems such as religious denominations.

What are the conditions of work in these schools? The 
territory has not been thoroughly explored; thus the 
map that can be drawn is preliminary and somewhat 
speculative. The sketch that follows draws on existing 
data—case studies of individual schools and surveys and 
large-scale databases whose material touches on work- 
ing-condition issues.

Three broad themes stand out as capturing many 
important aspects of teachers’ work in independent 
schools. These are a workplace context of purposeful 
educational communities; a workplace emphasis on 
personalizing education; and a workplace conception of 
teacher authority that attempts to embrace both the 
idea of teacher empowerment and the idea of strong 
management at the school site. I will not deal here with 
the first of these contexts except to say that a purposeful 
educational community is more easily — and more 
commonly — achieved in independent schools than in 
public schools (largely because these schools can 
choose their staff and students and vice-versa), and the 
existence of such a common purpose — also known as a 
school ethos — both eases and strengthens teaching. 
For a fuller discussion of this issue, see my chapter on 
this subject in The Contexts o f  Teaching in Secondary 
Schools. In this article, I will deal only with the second 
two themes.
Personalization of Education

The educational strategy most characteristic of inde
pendent education is to provide personal attention to 
each student within a small-scale environment. The 
personalization  of education is the heart of indepen

dent school technology. All schools, of course, profess 
full allegiance to the ideal of individualized  education. 
In many public schools, especially secondary schools, 
individualization means providing greater curricular 
variety and removing barriers to student choice about 
classes and programs. Individualization thus means the 
freedom to do one’s own thing. Very often it is a sur
prisingly anonymous process, carried on without much 
knowledge of particular individuals. Anonymous indi
vidualization is almost the opposite of personalization 
(Powell et al., 1985)

School professionals often say that the biggest dif
ference between public and private school practice is
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that private school teachers “are being paid to know 
your kid.” Parents and students tend to agree. A recent 
summary (Roeser, 1987) of the results of market 
research on parent and student attitudes toward nine
teen independent schools found that a “caring and con
cerned faculty” ranked first among all the attributes they 
desired, even above the teaching ability of the faculty.

This parental expectation, and the various ways 
schools attempt to meet it, constitutes a crucial work
place condition for independent school teachers. Much 
institutional energy is expended to ensure that all stu
dents are known, that no one falls through the cracks 
and gets lost. Students with special abilities or dis
abilities are always easy to know and often easy to like. 
They gravitate to teachers, and teachers to them. But 
many average, normal, regular students are not dis
tinctive in any way. It is easy for them to become 
neglected, invisible, unspecial—to pass quietly through 
school without anyone knowing or caring that they are 
there. Average students form a sizable part of the inde
pendent school constituency, and the schools are 
expected to treat each one as special (Powell et al., 
1985)

How do they go about doing this, and how in par
ticular are conditions of teachers’ work affected? First, 
the schools’ small size, small scale, and low student 
attrition help minimize the distance between teachers 
and students. Second, teachers interact with students in 
a wide variety of ways. Third, these interactions, along 
with parental and school expectations, shape a some
what distinct conception of the role of the teacher and 
of the desirable qualities possessed by good teachers. 
The result is that teachers in independent schools have 
no more chance of being invisible or anonymous than 
do students. They cannot easily escape students, any 
more than students can escape them. Let us now discuss 
each of these three dimensions of personalization.

Independent schools are typically quite small. Stu
dents are known and taught by teachers who know and 
talk with each other. It is very unlikely that a teacher 
could bring up a student’s name in the presence of other 
teachers without most of them knowing something of 
the student. Over 80 percent of independent schools 
enroll fewer than 400 students. The median school size 
in the 1987-88 school year was 320 and has remained 
stable through the 1980s (NAIS, 1988a) But school size 
is only one measure of environmental scale. Many inde
pendent schools span elementary and secondary grades 
but have separate upper, lower, and middle divisions, 
sometimes in different geographical locations. The 
actual unit with which students have contact is often 
smaller than the size of the school would suggest.

The size of grades can therefore offer a better per
spective on the scale of independent school commu
nities. Since these schools tend to build up their 
enrollm ents over the K-12 progression, the upper 
grades are usually the largest. The average number of 
twelfth-graders in independent schools having a twelfth 
grade was 65 students in 1987-88. The figures for the 
third-, sixth-, and ninth grades were 33, 34, and 50, 
respectively (NAIS, 1988a). An examination of data 
from 656 independent high schools in 1986-87 indi
cates that only 17 (fewer than 3 percent) had graduating 
classes of 200 or more. Most of these were relatively

ANOTHER QUITE different indicator of scale is the 
number of students a teacher actually instructs. 

Despite research disagreement over how class size and 
student learning are related, there is very little disagree
ment (and none in the minds of parents) that personal 
attention is directly related to how many students a 
teacher is responsible for. Available secondary school 
data suggest that student loads significantly smaller than 
those carried by public school teachers characterize 
independent schools. In New Jersey, the average load of 
independent day teachers was 69, compared with 103 
students for public high school teachers (Kane, 1986) 
Many of the recent national high school studies have 
reported student loads of 125 or even 150 in urban 
schools, though truancy may reduce the numbers some
what. A national survey (Powell, 1986) of all indepen
dent secondary schools found that the median student 
load per teacher was 63. Perhaps more important, 88 
percent of schools reported that their student loads per 
teacher were 80:1 or lower, which is the target student 
load for Theodore Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools.

A small community and a small student load are 
typical conditions of teachers’ work in independent 
schools. These conditions make it easier for teachers to 
know students well and in more ways than they might in 
large schools with large loads. A related circumstance is 
the relatively low turnover rate of students from year to 
year, which, according to the National Association of 
Independent Schools (NAIS, 1989) is about 12 percent. 
Since independent schools are rarely “neighborhood” 
schools to begin with, family residential moves from 
one part of town to another, or from one town to 
another nearby do not need to result in a school change. 
The more students change schools, the less well they

large boarding schools. Eighty-four percent of the sen
ior classes were smaller than 100; 63 percent of all 
seniors were in graduating classes with fewer than 100 
students (Powell, 1988b)
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will be known by school staff (Grant, 1988)
These conditions are enabling conditions. They per

mit desired things to happen but do not in themselves 
guarantee that they will. Do teachers capitalize on these 
advantages in their actual interactions with students? 
One tentative answer is that independent school teach
ers may work longer hours than many other teachers, 
despite the fact that they have fewer students. They 
interact with students in more varied ways than many 
other teachers, and probably know them better. The 
Newjersey independent teachers who taught one-third 
fewer students than their public school counterparts 
nevertheless spent seven hours more on their jobs per 
week (fifty-five hours vs. forty-eight hours) Thus, the 
average time spent per teacher per student in the inde
pendent schools was forty-eight minutes per week, as 
compared with twenty-eight minutes per week in the 
public schools (Kane, 1986)

But the extra hours worked by these independent 
teachers w ere not spent on additional classroom 
instruction. In fact, independent teachers spent slightly 
less time in classroom teaching (Kane, 1986) The big 
difference—5.5 hours a week—between the public and 
private teaching roles was the greater out-of-class time 
spent by independent school teachers in helping stu
dents, in correcting papers, and in preparing for their 
classes. Indeed, independent school teachers spent 
slightly more time on these out-of-class instructional 
duties than they spent on classroom teaching. Such out- 
of-class instructional duties should not be confused 
with all the other out-of-class, extracurricular, athletic 
coaching, advising, and monitoring activities that all 
teachers undertake in the ordinary course of a day. 
These latter responsibilities are a separate item and 
consumed ten hours of the fifty-five-hour workweek of 
the independent school teachers, compared with nine 
hours of the forty-eight-hour workweek of the public 
school teachers—an equivalent percentage of effort 
(Kane, 1986)

The significant time spent on out-of-class instruc
tional duties in independent schools confirms evidence 
from other sources that the personal attention supplied 
by teachers embraces many more types of teacher/ 
student interaction than that of classroom teaching. 
Classes themselves, of course, are smaller in the inde
pendent schools. But what is the most distinct about the 
independent teaching role is the variety of ways in 
which teachers interact with students.

Instruction in independent schools seems consider
ably less specialized in function than in public schools, 
where there are far more programs funded from dif
ferent sources, governed by different rules and agen
cies, and employing different types of personnel. 
Regular classroom teachers in independent schools are 
more likely to coach sports, advise clubs, and work on 
student publications and drama productions. They are 
far more likely to spend time preparing written sum
mary evaluations of student performance, a tradition 
that rarely turns up in public schools. They are also 
more likely to discuss with other teachers the progress 
of students who are not in dire academic or personal 
trouble. Such schools often spend entire faculty meet
ings reviewing the situation of every student. Just as 
students must participate more in the varied activities of
W i n t e r  1 9 9 0

independent schools simply because there are fewer of 
them and they are needed, teachers must be generalists, 
too (Kane, 1986; Powell et al., 1985)

PERHAPS THE best example of the less-specialized 
nature of the independent school workplace is stu

dent advising. In the departmentalized world of high 
schools, it is very easy for no one to have an across-the- 
board picture of how a student is progressing. This is 
understandable in public schools, where responsibility 
for such in-depth understanding usually rests with spe
cialist guidance counselors, each often burdened with 
four hundred students. These busy individuals have 
time to advise only that small minority with distinct 
problems of one sort or another. For the rest, advising 
too often consists of signing study cards to ensure that 
formal requirements have been met.

Independent schools, in contrast, assume that stu
dent advising is a proper job for teachers. In Newjersey, 
nearly half of the independent day teachers had 
advisees, compared with 14 percent of the public 
school teachers (Kane, 1986) But the skills of the 
teacher/advisor are not those of the specialized psycho
logical counselor. Independent schools describe the 
role as an adult friend who pays particular attention to 
an individual student, or a ready listener who cares. 
Advising is one more extension of the task of knowing all 
students well and taking a genuine interest in their lives.

Over the years the pervasiveness of personalization 
has helped shape a particular image of the “good” inde
pendent school teacher. This emphasizes personal traits 
and somewhat downplays specialized instructional 
skills. Kraushaar (1972) who collected some of the first 
survey data on these teachers for his study of nonpublic 
schools, concluded that:

the profile of the independent school teacher ... is that of the dedicated amateur—a man or woman broadly educated in the humanistic liberal arts tradition, not highly specialized, and but lightly burdened, if at all, with the pedagogical formalism of professional education [p. 145].
The same image was nicely captured in 1956 by a 

former headmaster of the then all-male Phillips Acad
emy. Andover’s John Kemper wrote:

At the heart of secondary education is the relationship of man and boy. . . In his every contact with a boy a great teacher communicates what he is and stands for as a person; his love for things of the mind, his integrity, his moral values. From the example and encouragement of such a man, a boy sets his sights high and grows in self-reliance, self-control, and confidence. In the last analysis he will probably not learn in any other way [quoted in Allis, 1979, p. 644],

Such a sentim ent validates personal attention on 
grounds that go beyond “caring and love.” If the good 
teacher teaches by modeling and exemplifying a total 
personality, then students are best served when teach
ers’ associations with them are increased and distance is minimized.

Yet the day-to-day realities of personalization within 
independent schools are often more problematic than 
the discussion so far might suggest. The expectation of 
close faculty/student relations may exhaust teachers, if 
family expectations for out-of-class help of all kinds
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become excessive. Conversely, some students may 
rebel from environments where adults know too much 
about them.

One study (Cookson & Persell, 1985) has pointed to 
the “structural discrepancy” between the wealth and 
privilege of independent students and most of their 
teachers. Teachers can become frustrated if they are 
perceived as “akin to the family retainer—unobtrusive, 
hard-working, and ultimately expendable.” The frustra
tion is exacerbated when the expected norm is a close 
and caring relationship. (Also see Coles, 1977.)

Finally, the varied conditions, practices, and beliefs 
we have called “personalization” appear to affect life 
outside classrooms far more than classroom instruction 
itself Teachers with very small classes are just as likely 
to lecture to them as teachers with larger classes, and 
they are just as likely to confuse Socratic method with a 
question-and-answer format. The enabling conditions of 
small scale and commitment to personal attention have 
not made classroom pedagogy different in independent 
schools (Powell et al., 1985)
Teacher Authority

By definition, independent school authority is con
centrated at the school site. Independent school teach
ers have not worked under a relentless cloud of public, 
political, and academic criticism about their work or its 
results. They are much freer from external mandates set 
by political authority far from the school. They are also 
freer from bureaucratic rules, regulations, and p ro 
cedures established by strangers in distant central 
offices. Their authority is neither eroded nor enhanced 
by collective negotiations between organized manage
ment and organized teachers. Unions are exceedingly 
rare in independent schools. In all these ways, the issue 
of teachers’ authority in independent schools is dis
tinctly awithin-school issue. At the same time, indepen
dent schools characteristically give a great deal of 
authority to very strong school heads.

How then do these two facts affect teachers’ working 
conditions? Are teachers empowered by virtue of their 
relative freedom  from external requirements? Or is 
powerlessness a condition of their work lives?

Perhaps the best introduction to these questions is to 
explore the role of the head of an independent school. 
School heads (in  most cases the word principal is 
actively avoided) are expected by most boards of trust
ees to be powerful figures. They feel comfortable with 
business-derived descriptions such as “chief executive 
officer.” Although the typical school size is smaller than 
most public schools, and the student bodies more 
homogeneous and less resistant to engagement in the 
schools’ academic agendas, heads often compare them
selves to superin tendents rather than principals, 
because the scope of their authority is so wide.

That boards expect heads to exercise wide authority 
is best seen by examining school salary policies. It is 
well known that independent school teachers’ salaries, 
on average, are substantially lower than public school 
salaries. Independent school teachers cite remunera
tion as the least satisfactory condition of their work 
(Kane, 1986) In the 1987-88 school year, for example, 
the average teacher salary in independent day schools 
was $22,755, compared with an average public school

salary of $28,085, a national gap of more than 23 per
cent (NAIS, 1988b)

But the situation is very different when independent 
school heads’ salaries are compared to those of public 
high school principals. According to NAIS ( 1988a) fig
ures, the median cash salary of independent school 
heads in 1987-88 was $57,000. In addition, nearly 46 
percent of these heads had their housing provided fully 
by their schools, and another 10 percent received par
tial housing as a benefit. (These statistics include ele
mentary and secondary schools, as well as schools 
spanning both grade levels.) The mean salary of public 
school principals for the same year, according to the 
National Association of Secondary School Principals 
(NASSP, 1988) was about $47,000. If only public 
schools w ith the highest per-pupil expenditure of 
$5,000 or more are included, the median principals’ 
salary was roughly $53,000 to $54,000. Few of these 
individuals received any housing benefits.

The general direction of these differences is striking. 
The comparative disadvantage of independent school 
teachers does not exist for heads. On average, heads are 
compensated at least as well as—and, when housing is 
included, substantially better than—public school prin
cipals. Further, the salary gap between teachers and 
heads in independent schools is much greater than the 
salary gap between public school teachers and prin
cipals. Independent schools make a very significant and 
unique investment in their heads. They expect them to 
be powerful leaders and personify school purposes to 
an extent that is unusual in most public schools. These 
large expectations for heads inevitably shape important 
aspects of teachers’ work lives. Heads are expected to 
build competent faculties. Most are centrally involved 
in faculty appointments, and even those who choose not 
to be have veto power. Teacher contracts are usually 
given on an annual basis, and formal tenure is rare. In 
general, teachers know that reappointment (plus career 
references) depend on satisfying the head (Baird, 
1977)

YET THE substantial authority of the head is typ
ically not exercised in an authoritarian way. The 

incentives for heads to succeed and hold their jobs, 
especially since heads lack tenure as well as teachers, 
usually encourage other administrative styles. Chubb 
and Moe (1985) argue that private schools tend to 
operate on a more democratic than authoritarian organ
izational model. “Relative to public schools,” they con
clude “private schools appear to delegate significant 
discretion to their teachers and to involve them suffi
ciently in school level policy decisions to make them 
feel efficacious.” They attribute administrative trust in 
teachers mainly to the heads’ power over who gets 
hired and who gets reappointed. “The leaders are able 
to staff the school the way that they wish. It is safe, 
therefore, for them to involve teachers integrally in 
decision-making processes.”

Heads tend to support and trust teachers, rather than 
supervise and evaluate them, for reasons that go beyond 
their authority over appointments. Their attitude is 
partly a function of the scale of the schools. In small 
institu tions that are not part of a larger system, 
bureaucratic regulation and supervision are less neces
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sary to monitor expectations and keep track of what is going on.
Excessive authoritarianism is also held in check by 

the sometimes overlooked reality that independent 
school heads need good and satisfied teachers perhaps 
more than do many public school principals. The fac
ulty is always perceived as one of the most marketable 
features of the school. Marketing the school well— 
getting enough students and the right students to 
attend—is one of the bottom-line ways by which boards 
judge heads. Supporting a faculty in every possible way 
—through expressions of personal appreciation, gentle 
evaluations, involvement in a variety of school duties, 
providing attractive physical facilities, and improving 
compensation—is near the top of heads’ priorities.

Professional development programs of various types 
are an increasingly important method of faculty sup
port. Independent schools have little tradition of in- 
service education, in part because schools are not com
ponents of systems and in part because appointment 
and advancement have not depended on accumulating 
credits in professional courses. What has evolved is a 
quite varied notion of what professional development 
entails.

Nearly 20 percent of the independent schools, for 
example, support an internship program to help train 
beginning teachers (Powell, 1986) About 30 percent of 
independent secondary schools have sabbatical pro
grams in which schools pay for teachers’ travel to other 
countries, graduate study in their fields or in education, 
short-term workshops, visits to other schools, and soli
tary independent study (Powell, 1988a) Charac
teristically, these program s place the burden for 
designing an appropriate experience on the individual 
teacher. Teachers are not told what to do.

THOUGH MOST heads have learned that supportive 
management is in their own best interests, one 
cannot underestimate the variety of leadership styles or
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different school traditions in which heads’ power is 
exercised. At one extreme, some independent schools 
remain a last bastion of paternalistic, patronizing one- 
person rule. (Many such schools were literally created 
by their heads, sometimes with their own money.) At 
times, as Lightfoot (1983) observes, the “unquestiona
ble dominance and benign power” of the head only 
underscore the faculty’s “relative powerlessness and 
reinforce the childlike impulses.” In such schools, the 
teachers could seem the “least powerful, most disen
franchised group,” regardless of the plethora of suppor
tive benefits, such as sabbatical opportunities, open to 
them. (Also see Cookson & Persell, 1985.)

Yet, in other schools, equally powerful heads treat 
teachers as adult colleagues. The collegial model makes 
these schools seem more like serious colleges. Teachers 
are regarded as akin to professors: They are assumed to 
be learned women and men, “thinkers.” Within one 
such faculty, Lightfoot (1983) writes, “there are striking 
differences in teacher style, an unusual concern for the 
philosophical issues that shape educational matters, and 
an expressed need for intellectual invigoration.” Some
times a school faculty thinks of itself enough like a 
college faculty to make many important decisions on its 
own. Each school, Lightfoot concludes, in terprets 
teacher rewards differently, but all “search for a balance 
between the expression of teacher autonomy, initiative, 
and adulthood on the one hand, and the requirements of 
conformity, discipline, and commitments to school life on the other.”

D espite these  env iro nm enta l d ifferences, the 
authority of independent school teachers seems rela
tively straightforward. Classroom freedom, for example, 
is not a major problem; it is a well-established condition 
of teachers’ work. In Newjersey, 70 percent of indepen
dent school teachers cited “autonomy” as the single 
factor they liked best about working in their schools, 
compared with 34 percent of the public school teachers 
sampled (Kane, 1986) The former cited the “freedom 
to choose texts,” “freedom to construct curriculum,” 
and “freedom to teach the way I want within the struc
ture” as the chief advantages of working in their schools. 
Moreover, public school teachers pointed to admin
istrative practices, especially to frustration with prin
cipals and supervisors, as the factor they liked least 
about their schools. Twenty-eight percent mentioned 
this compared with 19 percent of the independent day 
school teachers and 10 percent of the boarding school 
teachers. Eighty-eight percent of the public teachers in 
that state had to turn in lesson plans for approval, com
pared with 20 percent of the independent teachers. 
(Also see Baird, 1977; Chubb & Moe, 1985.) Classroom 
freedom, of course, is not absolute. Some independent 
secondary teachers complain, for example, about the 
subtle curricular power of the Advanced Placement 
(AP) examinations of the College Board.

Beyond the classroom, independent school teachers 
often have substantial influence over school educational 
policies. Trustees and heads often delegate considerable 
authority over these matters to faculty committees and 
faculties as a whole. Indeed, faculty meetings occur 
frequently at independent schools. Policies are often 
debated and voted on, rather than just announced. Most 
schools have a senior administrative position for an

A m e r ic a n  F e d e r a t io n  o f  T e a c h e r s  3 3



academic dean, director of studies, or dean of faculty, a 
position with no ordinary equivalent in most public 
schools. One im portant responsibility is to involve 
teachers in curricular policymaking (Kane, 1986)

These procedures attempt to establish within the 
faculty a sense of shared authority and responsibility for 
the school as a community, as distinct from simply a 
sense of individual authority over each teacher’s own 
classroom. Freedom within the classroom, in these 
schools, tends to be less a goal to be worked toward than 
a reality that is somewhat problematic. It is easier for 
teachers to agree to let each other alone in the class
room than to strive for more cooperative approaches to 
instruction itself; such as cooperative teaching, team 
teaching, and joint planning. Although cooperative 
approaches to schoolwide policy making are common, 
collaboration in teaching itself is less frequent.

* * *

THIS TENTATIVE mapping of the territory con
cerning w orkplace conditions in one type of 
school may illuminate two policy questions faced by all 

schools. First, how can teachers’ work become more 
dignified and appealing so that teaching attracts and 
retains its fair share of able young Americans? Second, 
what conditions of teachers’ work seem most closely 
associated with the fundamental goal of improving stu
dent learning and development? These are classic questions with no ready answers.

Our discussion suggests that working conditions at 
independent schools have many ingredients that rein
force the notion that teaching is attractive and dignified 
work. In a market-driven “industry” in which most 
schools must constantly sell themselves to potential 
clients, teachers are a major marketing tool. In many 
ways, including participation in educational policymak
ing, they are constantly reminded by their schools how 
important they are and how good they are. In a society 
where criticism of teachers is often the norm, such 
positive market visibility is refreshing. The impact of 
being advertised as important at the local level should 
not be underestimated as one source of vocational selfesteem.

Another source of dignity is that the conditions of 
work in these schools tend to put teaching and learning 
near the center of institutional concern, rather than on 
the periphery. One problem with the teaching career in 
general is not that teaching itself is unappealing or 
undignified to many young adults, but that teaching is 
hard to do in many schools. Too many other things, for 
one reason or another, get in the way. The personaliza
tion of education and the increase in school-site and 
teacher authority give support to the teaching role; they 
do not detract from it. They are enabling conditions that 
make it easier to teach, rather than harder. This, of 
course, is not the same thing as saying that good or 
imaginative teaching will in fact occur. But if it does not, 
many traditional culprits cannot be blamed.

A third source of dignity is that affluent and educated 
independent school families tend to demand conditions 
of work for their children that spill over into teacher 
workplace conditions. The schools do not look like or 
feel like large processing plants. If they did, students 
would not come. Facilities in general are by no means 
lavish, but they are maintained and rarely appear shabby
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and neglected. Bathrooms are usable and generally free 
from graffiti. Student behavior is relatively civil. Visitors 
often find such schools inviting rather than impersonal. 
Such features are not merely the inevitable (and there
fore dismissable) results of money and social class. They 
express a com m itm ent to create a decent living 
environment for all. They express respect for the stu
dents, and for the teachers. To stay afloat these schools 
must convey such signs of respect.

On some other dimensions, however, independent 
teachers’ workplace conditions do not promote the idea 
of teaching as dignified and appealing work. In the New 
Jersey study, for example, a higher fraction of indepen
dent day teachers believed teaching to lack prestige as a 
career than did public school teachers (Kane, 1986) 
Part of this problem may arise from how prestige is 
viewed by different populations. Many independent 
school teachers attended independent schools them
selves and attended selective colleges. It is perhaps 
harder to make a commitment to schoolteaching when 
one’s peers routinely enter such occupations as medi
cine, law, business administration, and Ph.D. programs 
in academic disciplines. A more prosaic but still power
ful explanation may be teacher compensation policies. 
Low pay is what independent school teachers like least 
about their work, and in America low pay is closely 
associated with low prestige.

How do these conditions of teachers’ work affect 
students? Is there sufficient payoff for all schools to 
emphasize policies that would emphasize more pur
poseful communities, more personalization, and more 
teacher authority?

Public schools have tended to respond to the realities 
of student diversity and the commitment to include and 
retain all students in school, by offering more educa
tional opportunities (courses, programs, etc.) More 
recently, proponents of equity have come to realize that 
providing opportunities is useful but insufficient. The 
conditions of work we have discussed bear directly on 
the issue of access. The independent schools have not 
chosen to expand curricular and other choices from 
which students may or may not choose; rather, their 
goal has been to push, press, and otherwise engage 
students in whatever learning opportunities are avail
able. The central educational strategy is seen as engage
ment, not the expansion of curricular opportunity.

Purposeful com m unities, for example, establish 
deeply imbedded expectations for participation in 
learning. Engagement at some level becomes a school 
norm. Personalization undercuts student anonymity 
and the preferences of many to remain unengaged, to 
pass quietly through, accumulating credits and not 
much more. It is harder to negotiate high school this way if one is known.

So these conditions seem to have important benefits 
for students as well as for teachers. Yet they also contain 
certain educational limitations. A central one is that 
they support cautious and traditional conceptions of 
educational engagement just as much as they do more 
fundamental “restructuring” of the educational objec
tives and pedagogies of schools. They are not neutral 
about the importance of engagement in school, but they 
are solidly neutral about the forms engagement can 

(Continued on page 39)
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And then They Asked for Hamlet
The American Educator solicits fo r  this section readers’ specific 

accounts o f  the lessons or units they have successfully used to present 
challenging, “high-track” education to students supposedly “unable 
to handle it. ’’Essays should be 750 to 2,000 words and should be sent 
to “A nd Then They Asked fo r  Hamlet,” American Educator, 555 New  

Jersey Avenue, N.W., Washington, DC 20001. We w ill pay $150 fo r  
essays that we publish.

Hirned on by Tutoring

By  C a r o l  P in o

IN 1988, our administration implemented an over
nigh t sch edu le  change that sudden ly  left me 
responsible for teaching reading improvement, in a 

three-hour block, to ninth-grade students ranging in age 
from fourteen to seventeen. The schedule change 
turned out to be a blessing in disguise.

I knew I had to pique the interest of these reluctant 
learners with a unique, creative approach to learning. I 
had always had a secret desire to help these students 
improve their self-concepts by having them work with 
younger students to develop those very skills which the 
older students themselves found so difficult. Could I 
successfully implement this idea during the six weeks in 
which these students would be in my care? (After six 
weeks, these students, who were part of what we call 
our transitional program, would move to another 
teacher, and I would receive a new class of transitional 
students.)

Because planning time was short, I got in touch with 
the principal of the nearby elementary school right 
away to volunteer my students to serve as tutors. My 
offer was enthusiastically received. The principal told 
me she would have no problem finding teachers who 
could use tutors. I asked her what kind of tutoring my 
students would be expected to do. Whatever the teach
ers need was the reply—practice in listening, reading, 
or questioning, drilling on vocabulary, assisting with 
writing and art projects. My students and I would be 
“on” for three days a week for the next five weeks. Now, I 
had to tell my students about our new role.

We would do this together, I promised. I was con
fident, I assured them, that they were capable of accom
plishing any task that would be required of them. On 
their own, the students soon decided that if they helped 
the younger pupils, these younger ones “might not end
Carol Pino teaches language arts to ninth-graders at 
San Marcos High School in San Marcos, Texas.
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up like us.” There was some reluctance to take on this 
assignment, of course, but the students realized their 
good fortune: They would be the only students in our 
transitional unit who were going to be able to do any
thing exciting (including leaving the campus)

In class, we discussed what we thought the elemen
tary teachers’ and students’ expectations of us would be, 
as well as our own expectations. We reviewed what we 
already knew about elementary students and discussed 
how we would engage them in learning. We also set 
some ground rules for our own behavior. We were to be 
role models, after all.

And then we discussed grading. “Do we get a grade 
for this?” they asked. “Of course,” I replied, “a participa
tion grade.” The students were relieved to know that I 
did not expect them to be perfect “teachers.” Together, 
we decided what the participation grade would reflect 
—attendance, and no tardies; appropriate dress and lan
guage; positive attitude and polite behavior; accom
plishment of the tasks requested; sharing experiences, 
in both oral and written form; and representing our 
school and ourselves with pride. The final grade would 
be based on my observations and a self-evaluation con
ference with all students at the end of their teaching 
experiences. With nervous excitement we were ready for Day One.

O N DAY ONE, and the days thereafter, I began to see 
my students in a new light; they too discovered a 

lot about themselves and their relationships with oth
ers, including teachers. After my students received their 
tutoring assignments and I had introduced them to their 
cooperating teachers, I gave them time to acclimate. I 
then began circulating among the classrooms, observ
ing, taking notes, and marvelling at their experiences.

I observed one student, a chronic truant with low self
esteem, blossom into the most self-assured, natural, car
ing, loving teacher one could imagine. I was struck by
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his ability to give higher-level synonym clues for 
vocabulary words. His expertise in getting students to 
pronounce difficult words equalled that of a master 
teacher. And to think that here was a child who had been 
absent most of his school life. As we trudged back to the 
high school one day, he said he was going to make sure 
that any kids he had would learn how to read and would 
go to school every day.

Another student, a quiet one whose oral language 
skills were underdeveloped, became a smiling, vocal, 
warm mentor to the fledgling kindergarten class he 
taught. He was reluctant to read aloud a particular book 
because he said he couldn’t pronounce some of the 
words. I told him to skip those words or to substitute 
others for them. With knots in my stomach, I listened as 
he masterfully read to the circle of admirers. I knew 
where he had to fake it, but no one else did. A smile from 
me at the end let him know that he successfully had 
performed his assignment. What he enjoyed most was 
playing word games with the little ones. As his con
fidence grew, he becam e very skilled at eliciting 
responses from the young students.

Another boy, who had never been particularly inter
ested in reading, listened enthusiastically to faltering, 
struggling, reluctan t younger readers. With self- 
assurance, he asked comprehension questions ranging 
from literal to judgmental and guided members of his 
group toward a logical answer through questioning 
techniques I had used in our classroom. He told me that 
his students often could “say” the words, but didn’t 
know what they meant. Little did he know how many 
sleepless nights I had spent lamenting this same prob
lem as it applied to him and his classmates.

Still another young man, who w asn’t my most 
ambitious student by a long shot, was assigned to a 
cooperating teacher whose children were elsewhere 
when my students arrived. So he, like some others, had 
to assist in setting up the room each morning. He was 
impressed by the amount of work teachers do just to get 
ready to teach. He was adamant that, even after our five 
weeks had passed, his cooperating teacher needed him 
and he would have to remain somehow in my class so he 
could continue to help her. He begged to be failed. Fail 
he did not, but he did arrange an occasional visit to his 
teacher before school and during the morning break. He 
was particularly adept at helping the younger students 
print and draw their responses to books and stories 
which they were reading.

In the end, it seemed that all of my students had 
stories to  tell about the ir experiences. W hen we 
returned to our own classroom, we shared our feelings 
in classroom discussions and in our journals. Some 
students, particularly the girls, wanted to do extra pro
jects, such as creating flash cards to share with the 
younger students. A few talked about experiences they 
remembered from their own early elementary school 
days. Others told about the pleasure they derived from 
helping a little one to paint, to choose colors for an art 
project, to line up numbers for a math problem, to shake 
up a jar of butter, or make sand castings from shells. Most 
of their experiences revolved around language arts 
skills. I wondered if I had accomplished my goals. Had I 
enabled my students to enhance their self-concepts? 
Had their own reading skills improved through having

to teach these skills to others?

W ITHOUT A doubt, they did feel good about them
selves as teachers. Their comments on the formal 

open-ended evaluation confirm ed this. Reactions 
ranged from “I felt important,” “I felt good,” I felt okay,” 
to “I felt like it was probably the first time in my life I’d 
done anything worthwhile.” Some students said they 
would consider teaching, or being a teacher’s aide, as a 
career. Many speculated on how one day they would 
encourage their own children to do well in school.

The younger students idolized my students, and the 
older ones knew it after the first few sessions. Who 
wouldn’t feel good when little ones choose to drill their 
vocabulary words, or read to you, instead of going to 
recess? Or write touching farewell letters referring to 
you as their best friend? All of my students (with one 
exception) came to school, on time, every day we were 
scheduled to teach. Apparently these students told oth
ers in our transitional unit about their experiences, 
because as each six-week period began, the first ques
tion always was, “Do we get to teach, too?”

Unfortunately, their enhanced self-concepts did not 
easily transfer into the regular classroom setting. Their 
old habits and attitudes were deeply ingrained. Their 
enthusiasm for tutoring did not directly translate into 
enthusiasm for my lessons.

I think, however, that if I had been able to extend each 
groups’ “teaching” experience beyond a five- to six- 
week period, greater carryover might have occurred. I 
think a program of this sort needs at least a semester to 
succeed. Then I could incorporate a series of mini
lessons on pronunciation, synonyms, reading com 
prehension techniques, etc., which my students could 
use in their own teaching and that would help them in 
the work we are doing in our own classroom. I also 
would arrange for my students to plan, implement, and 
evaluate language arts activities that coordinated with 
the elementary classroom teacher’s plans.

In particular, I would offer a unit on children’s liter
ature. I think this could be an enjoyable and effective 
way of introducing my students to literary analysis. My 
reluctant learners get frustrated by their inability to 
identify literary elements as they occur in complex 
writing. But they will be able to identify—and therefore 
understand and appreciate—these same elements when 
they appear in simpler children’s literature.

I might, for example, use Chris Van Allsburg’s The 
Polar Express, which contains all the literary elements 
of figurative language. Another good selection would be 
Graeme Base’s Animalia, which offers a fine study in 
alliteration. And The True Story o f  the 3 Little Pigs!, by 
A. Wolf as told to Jon Scieszka, is a unique introduction 
to point of view.

The younger children will love to hear these stories. 
The older students, as they explain plot, alliteration, and 
so forth in simple terms, will come to a better under
standing of these ideas, and I believe will be more 
willing to attempt to analyze adult literature.

Often we educators see great value in having 
advanced students tutor others. We need to consider 
having underachievers tutor as well, and for most of the 
same reasons. This might be one way to curb the rising 
tide of at-risk students. □
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Why Work Overtime This Year? 
Cut Your Grading Time in Half!
And get a Free Gift —  with the new GradeMatic  200™  grading calculator!
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ow you can cut the time 
you spend grading by 50%
(or more!) with the amaz

ing new GradeMatic 200 calculator 
for teachers.

That's right. At last there's a 
handheld calculator that lets you 
average grades with the touch of a 
few buttons.

What's more, the improved 
GradeMatic 200 is easier than ever 
with an expanded number-grade 
program and simpler, straight
forward keyboard.
Letters & Numbers!

Whether you use letter grades, 
numerical scores, or a combination 
of both, you will save hours upon 
hours of time each marking period 
with the new GradeMatic 200.

■ For letter grades you enter 
directly on the patented letter- 
grade keyboard—just as you read 
them off a gradebook. Then simply 
press the Student Average key and 
instantly the GradeMatic gives you 
the final grade.

■ For numerical grades you set the high and low 
passing point totals—for a single assignment or for a 
whole semester's work—then enter the students' scores 
and again press the Student Average key to find the 
grade. It's quick, simple and accurate.

With either kind of grading, you can enter up to 99 
grades per student and up to 99 students per class for 
the automatic Class Average program.

■ You can even time tests or activities with the 
GradeMatic's built-in Timer Alarm which counts up 
or down, and has a 3-second buzzer.
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AUTO SHUT-OFF

Read what these teachers 
said about our original 
grading calculator

— before we improved it!
"I can t  believe the time I save with this wonderful invention! It's so easy even my students can use it." GarvGeivet, 

Santiago Elem., Santa Ana, California

"Jr moved from 30 hours per grading period (to average grades) to less than 10 using the GradeMatic." Sherrie D. M omtz, 
Grandview Jr. High, Phoenix, Arizona

"Best teacher's aid yet! Makes grade averaging fun!" Virginia Mattingly,
So. Spencer High School, Rockport, Indiana

The new GradeMatic 200 does letter and nu
merical grade averaging with the touch of a few  

buttons. Order now for $39.95 and receive a 
Free Personalized Leather Case.

Compact and Complete
What's more, the GradeMatic 

lets you grade where and when 
you want. It measures a mere 
2 3/4 x 5 1/ i  x 1/i" , so it fits easily in 
your purse or pocket. And it also 
works as a regular math calculator 
with Percent, Memory and battery- 
saving Auto Shut-Off.

Best of all, the GradeMatic 200 
comes with easy-to-follow instruc
tions, 1-Year Warranty, replaceable 
batteries (avg. life over 2 years), 
and sturdy carrying case.

Order Today & Receive a FREE Gift!
If you order your GradeMatic 200 right away, we'll 

include a custom-fitted leather case, personalized with 
your initials, as your free gift. A $14.50 value — 
YOURS FREE — but only if you order now!

Plus, you risk nothing when you order the Grade
Matic 200 because it comes with a 30-Day Money-Back 
Guarantee. To order, simply fill out and return the 
coupon below, or call Toll-Free anytime, 1-800-854-8075.

Order your GradeMatic 200 risk-free today, receive 
a FREE Gift, and cut your grading time by over 50%

—I th is :
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Money-Back Guarantee <I14) 921-1800 * FAX: (714) 921-2799

If fo r any reason you are not 100% delighted, k ' r ’lease rush me the RISK FREE order below. And include my FREE Personalized Leather Case! 
return your calculator w ith in  30 days fo r a fu ll, I

C all Toll-Free Anytim e1-800-854-8075
no-questions-asked refund. Since 1978, your 1 
satisfaction has been our #1 concern.
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Qty. Product Price Shpg.* Total
1 GradeMatic 200 $ 3 9 .9 5 $ 3 .9 5
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Leather Case (Reg. $10 .00) Yours FREE
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1 Fwrew â ? n/n If in CA, add 6.25% Tax 
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(Continued from  page 21)
as one way to discover that chapter in American history. 
We need to teach our students about former slaves who 
in the aftermath of Appomattox worked to unite and 
rebuild the many families that had been separated dur
ing slavery. We must tell our students about how much 
freed men valued education. Whole families would till 
the soil for twelve or fourteen hours a day and then go to 
school because they believed that education would 
bring about a better life for their children. We also need 
to tell our students that the dashing of those hopes led 
to the frustration that is at the root of many of today’s 
urban problems. Our students also need to be taught 
that one of the most important cases establishing the 
principle of equal treatment under law came when a 
Chinese immigrant named Yick Wo insisted on an equal 
right to run his small business—a laundry.

Students studying twentieth-century America need 
to learn of A. Philip Randolph’s struggle to bring dignity 
and economic justice to black workers. We must tell 
them about Walter White’s attempts to stop lynchings, of 
Judge William Hastie’s efforts to bring a measure of 
justice to the Jim Crow army of World War II, and of the 
incredible heroism of the Japanese-Americans of the 
442nd regiment in that war and how they and black 
troops, two groups singled out for second-class military 
and civilian citizenship, helped to liberate Dachau. Stu
dents’ knowledge of America will be enriched immea
surably by studying the lives of Americans of all races 
who were active in the civil rights movement. Children 
cannot appreciate the richness and poverty of the twen
tieth-century American experience without examining 
the world through the eyes of labor leader Cesar 
Chavez, or walking down the mean streets of East 
Harlem with Piri Thomas.

These too are part of the American story. They are the 
legacy of all Americans as much as are our more familiar 
memories of Washington and Lincoln. These stories 
should not be put to one side, reserved for students of 
some races but not others or marginalized as sidebars to 
American history. This is American history.

W E ARE coming to the end of a remarkable, and in 
many ways terrible, century. In this period, we 

have seen extraordinary technological progress, mov
ing testimony to the human capacity for the acquisition 
and application of knowledge. But we have also seen 
another, darker side of human character. We have seen 
the rise of totalitarian forces made more potent and 
more terrible by that same technological progress. I do 
not know how the history of the world in the twentieth- 
century will be written in the future. I suspect that 
future historians will note that the United States played 
an admirable, indeed leading, role in vanquishing those 
totalitarian forces—Imperial Germany in the first World 
War, Nazism, Fascism, and Japanese militarism in the 
Second, and more recently Communism, in what was 
once termed by John Kennedy the long twilight struggle 
of the Cold War. Our record in this regard has by no 
means been perfect. There were compromises between 
our ideals and our policies. We have, for example, been 
slow to anger over the tyrannies that rule in China, and 
South Africa, in Uganda and Iraq. But still the American

people—through great expenditure of resources, 
including our most valuable resource, the lives of the 
nation’s sons and daughters—have not only done much 
to vanquish tyranny but much to advance the cause of 
freedom as well. Ours is a remarkable record for a 
nation that was not counted among the great powers at 
the beginning of this century.

But there is another great contribution we can make 
to the world. At the beginning of this century, W. E. B. 
Du Bois said that the problem of the twentieth-century 
would be the color line. How prophetic he was. With 
slight modification, we can see that the problem for the 
next century remains the same. The problems of ethnic 
strife and multiculturalism plague nations around the 
globe. We need not look beyond our northern neighbor, 
Canada, to see language and ethnicity dividing a peace
ful and prosperous country. Our former adversary, the 
Soviet Union, now faces ethnic conflict that may engulf 
the country in a civil war that could threaten the entire 
world. Eastern Europe’s difficult road to democracy is 
made more so by the release of long pent-up ethnic 
hatreds. Western Europeans who once looked with 
amazement and scorn at American racial problems have 
suddenly become very quiet on the subject in the face 
of large-scale immigration from Asia and Africa. The 
nations of Africa are divided by tribalism. The problem 
of South African racism and tribalism still mocks univer
sally held values. Japan has scarcely begun to address 
the question of justice for Koreans and other ethnic 
minorities. Irish Protestants and Catholics still quarrel 
over issues that had their origins during the reigns of 
Tudor and Stuart monarchs.

For all its faults and for all the faults that a multi
cultural education will uncover and report, the United 
States remains the most successful multi-ethnic and 
multiracial society of our time, perhaps of all time. This 
too is the American story. And so we return to the real 
teaching challenge: telling the very complicated story of 
American history to students—complicated because it 
includes so much that is terrible and so much that is 
remarkable. It is a history of contradiction and dilem
mas. Ultimately, we should judge the quality and success 
of our multicultural education programs not strictly 
according to how many individuals of color are noted— 
such an approach could easily lead just to more side
bars, which is not the point. In judging a particular 
multicultural education effort, we should ask whether it 
tells the story of how American culture was shaped and 
transformed by a multicultural population. And we 
should ask whether it helps our students come to grips 
with the contradictions at the core of our history.

Moreover, multicultural education should include, as 
part of its fundamental corpus, the teaching of the dem
ocratic ideas—tolerance, justice, rule by law, individual 
rights, majority rule, and more—that have made possi
ble our incredibly diverse, prosperous and—relatively 
speaking—amicable society.

Perhaps our most im portant contribution to the 
twenty-first century will be to demonstrate that people 
from different races, cultures, and ethnic backgrounds 
can live side by side; retain their uniqueness; and, yet, 
over time form a new common culture. That has been 
the American story. It is a history that has much to tell 
the world. It must be told by American educators. □
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P rivate S c h o o l s
(C on tinued  fr o m  page 34)
take. There is nothing about these conditions, for exam
ple, that calls into question engagement defined as 
memorizing facts in order to do well on tests. There is 
nothing about them that weighs the practice of lectur
ing to small groups of students, or that challenges stu
dents to think things through more on their own. 
Consequently, these conditions of work do not exert 
much specific impact on how teachers teach in class
rooms, or on how they work together, or on what con
ceptions of learning their students take away. Thoughts 
about restructuring education in these fundamental 
ways are usually far from the minds of independent 
school clients. □
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C h a o s  o n  Se sa m e  St r e e t
(C on tinued  fro m  page 27)
pace is slowing just a bit, although not nearly enough. 
The program has made a serious effort to give positive 
messages about cultural diversity, handicaps, and major 
emotional issues such as those surrounding death— 
although, as discussed earlier most of the message is missed by its young audience.

If “Sesame Street” did not purport to be seriously 
educational, it might pass as clever and colorful light 
entertainment. But as our major media effort to educate 
children, I believe it has failed. Worse, it misleads us at a 
time when we desperately need better models for educational television.

C hildren’s Television Workshop has not met its 
responsibility to provide sufficient summative research 
on the program’s effects—positive and negative—on 
learning. It easily can be argued that the program’s 
producer has led an overly trusting public astray. The 
public, in turn, has been only too willing to cede 
responsibility. And thus we reap the consequences.

One perceptive first-grader sums up the situation quite neatly:
“I t  d o esn ’t  teach m e  m uch. I t  m a kes  m e  laugh. ” As a 

reading teacher, however, I’m not laughing. □
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N a t io n a l  C u r r ic u l u m
(C on tinued  fr o m  page 17)
John Goodladf have argued that the schools sacrifice 
depth of understanding to gain wide and superficial 
coverage of content. They say such broad, shallow 
coverage leads to an uninspiring curriculum, a lack of 
attention to problem solving, and pedantic, top-down 
pedagogy. It is far easier, however, to call for more focus 
and depth than it is to work it out in practice. We might 
all agree that high school history would be better if 
students focused heavily on the Civil War. But a huge, 
practical instructional problem comes into play here, 
for it is necessary to understand what happened during 
the decades leading up to the 1860s in order to under
stand the Civil War. As a consequence, an emphasis on 
depth might require more active coordination among 
teachers than is now required. (In our view, this would 
be a major, positive development.) Thus, a sixth-grade 
science course that fits within a framework emphasizing 
depth might be designed by teachers to build on broad 
coverage provided in earlier grades. Such a strategy of 
balancing depth with breadth would give teachers more 
freedom to explore topics in which they have a strong 
interest as well as an opportunity to emphasize the 
complexity and richness of content. Finally, delving 
deeply into a topic should give students a chance to 
explore these issues on their own.

•  The final component concerns the degree of flex
ibility allowed to districts, schools, and teachers. At the 
most general level, this might include the proportion of 
the overall curriculum that is determined nationally. We 
can imagine, for example, a core curriculum around 
four subject-matter areas that would be determined at 
the national level, while the remainder of the curricu
lum would be determined by state and local education 
authorities. Or we can imagine a core of topics within a 
subject area being specified for national coverage, while 
others are left open; the fraction of the curriculum that 
forms the core could range from the very modest to 
practically everything.

Other forms of flexibility are also possible. For exam
ple, localities or states could be offered choices within 
national curriculum frameworks; a national framework 
explicitly might direct districts, schools, or teachers to 
choose among key issues or topics in biology or among 
alternative genres of literature for study during the mid- 
dle-school years. Or there might be alternative empha
ses w ith in  fram ew orks. For exam ple, a science 
framework might allow teachers to choose among an 
emphasis on environmental issues, interdisciplinary 
connections, or science and technology. Each of the 
alternative emphases would be designed to retain the 
same core of knowledge and skills, but the motivation 
and context for learning would vary dramatically (The 
California science framework offers this kind of flexibility.)

A final and more troublesome approach to flexibility 
would be to allow local schools to adopt different 
frameworks for students in different curriculum tracks.
tTheodore Sizer is the author of Horace’s Compromise 1984; 
A. G. Powell a co-author of The Shopping M all High School, 
1985; John Goodlad the author of A Place Called School, 
1985.

In this country, a national curriculum would have to balance national direction with local discretion.

We emphatically reject such a design, though it is com
mon in other nations: At the beginning of ninth grade, 
students there routinely are streamed, on the basis of 
examination scores, into two or more very different 
curricula, with one path leading to college and the 
others to a vocation. Of course, curricular tracking also 
occurs in U.S. high schools. But there are occasionally 
auxiliary avenues among the tracks that give students 
second and third opportunities. It would be tragic if, in 
the development of a national curriculum system, we 
closed off even these second and third chances.

W HERE ALONG these continuums should a U.S. 
national curriculum lie? Certainly, at a time when 

so many observers believe improved education requires 
increased respect and authority for teachers as profes
sionals, the national curriculum should not preclude 
(whether through excessive specification of content or 
sequence) teachers from presenting a body of content 
in the way most appropriate for his or her class. In this 
country, a national curriculum would have to balance 
national direction with local discretion. If the choices 
along each continuum are toward giving states, districts, 
and schools greater options, the curriculum might be 
perceived as m ore dem ocratic and m ore able to 
respond to the variety of needs that exists in this very 
diverse nation. With too much variety, though, the cur
riculum will remain incoherent and fragmented; and 
the opportunity for constructively aligning the content 
of a challenging school curriculum, instructional mate
rials, teacher education, and the national assessment 
instruments will be greatly undermined. Finally, if the 
alternative options are not comparable, we quickly 
might find ourselves offering needier students a less 
desirable curriculum, as we do now.
Curriculum Materials

The unflattering critiques of standard American 
instructional materials—particularly textbooks—are 
legion. Because textbook publishers try to have their 
materials adopted by as many states and districts (all 
with different frameworks!) as possible, the texts tend 
to be bland so as not to alienate buyers. And they are
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superficial—in order to meet all the demands made by 
the many states and localities they must cater to.

A well-conceived national curriculum should trigger 
development of high-quality instructional materials 
based on the curricular frameworks. But does this also 
mean that the variety of acceptable materials would be 
limited? Does it mean the federal government will write 
curriculum materials and tell local districts and teachers 
to use them? A range of possibilities exists.

In some countries, the education ministry has vir
tually total control over the development and selection 
of materials. In Japan, for example, the ministry itself 
publishes textbooks. In other countries, national minis
tries establish curriculum standards and commission 
private firms to develop materials that meet those stan
dards. These commissioned materials—of which there 
may be many or few—may be the only ones permitted 
in the schools, or they may be provided to schools on a 
preferential basis, perhaps at a discounted rate, for 
example. In some cases, ministries rely on the profit 
motive of private curriculum developers to produce 
high-quality, appropriate materials. In this kind of sys
tem, national curriculum specifications would be pro
mulgated, and because schools—the prim ary pu r
chasers of instructional materials—would be expected 
to follow the national curriculum, private publishers 
would have a clear incentive to design high-quality 
materials (textbooks, filmstrips, software, etc.) that fol
lowed the national curriculum guidelines.

In some nations, private publishers’ products are sub
jected to review by a quasi-governmental body, whose 
job is to set standards for material selection as well as to 
make the final selection. (This is the system used in the 
Netherlands and Australia.) Such an agency sounds a bit 
like the textbook selection commissions that function 
in several U.S. states, though these often have not exer
cised very high standards, perhaps due to their direct 
governmental sponsorship. We can much more easily 
imagine intelligent selections being made by a quasi- 
governmental group; or by a professional group such as 
the NAS, the NCTM, or the AAAS.

Perhaps in a U.S. system, which we assume would try 
to maximize selection freedom, a national review board 
of this latter type could offer advisory opinions on mate
rials (and thus stimulate private developers to compete 
for the board’s seal of approval) but allow the state, 
district, or teacher to make the final selection. In any 
system that we can imagine, teachers would exercise 
considerable quality control. And in a mature system of 
national curriculum guidance, teachers should be much 
more knowledgeable about the material they were judg
ing than they now are—their pre-service and in-service 
education (and the materials themselves) having been 
based on the same core of knowledge. Hence, teachers 
would be better situated to judge the quality of curricu
lum materials and other resources. We would expect 
quality control to increase over time.
The Student Examinations

Should examinations be used to reward or penalize 
students for learning, or failing to learn, the material set 
forth in the national frameworks? Should the exams be 
used to motivate schools and teachers to teach the 
curriculum? Should they be used to recognize and chan
W  INTER 1 9 9 0

nel help to those who need it? Can a national exam focus 
curriculum in a healthy way?
Student accountability. For many Americans, the 
notion of a national examination system conjures up 
images of rigidly tracked secondary schools, the result, 
for example, of the “eleven-plus” exams formerly used 
in Great Britain; of months of grueling study, as for the 
Baccalaureate taken upon graduation from the French 
lycee; or worse yet, of the “examination hell” experi
enced by many Japanese middle and high school stu
dents and popularized in both the Japanese and the 
American press. Certainly the most common use of 
national examinations is for student accountability and 
placement. And in cases where the stakes run high for 
students—determining, for example, entrance to col
lege, to academic high schools, or to desired occupa
tio n s— and w h e re  seco n d  ch an ces  are few  or 
nonexistent, anxiety levels run high. Many American 
observers would prefer to minimize such repercussions 
in any national testing system developed here.

There are, however, also positive lessons to be 
gleaned from the national school examinations of other 
industrially developed nations. The first and central 
lesson is this: If exams are used to motivate students to 
be more serious about their studies, then the examina
tions’ content must be very closely tied to the curricu
lum frameworks that are used to teach students.

In any system that we can imagine, teachers would exercise considerable quality control.

The strong links between the content of the examina
tions and the content of coursework, combined with 
the educational and occupational consequences the 
examinations have, create an important, and we believe 
desirable, effect on behavior in school: Students are 
motivated to prepare for the exams by studying the 
material in their syllabi; “studying for the exams” takes 
years and is generally indistinguishable from regular 
schoolwork. In this regard, the national exams of other 
countries are similar to the Advanced Placement (AP) 
exams in the U.S., or the Regents examinations given in 
New York State, though in many countries the national 
examinations are more important in students’ lives than 
either the AP or Regents. In contrast, the high stakes of 
the SAT tests in this country have little effect on perfor
mance in school or on student learning in general, 
because the SAT tests are designed to be largely inde
pendent of school curricula and outside preparation.

A second lesson is that exams may be designed to 
reflect whatever flexibility exists within the national 
curriculum. In Germany, for example, the content of the
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Abitur (which is taken only by the nation’s top students 
and which must be passed in order to enter university) 
is adjusted to focus on the particular area of studies 
chosen early in the student’s career at the Gymnasium  
(e.g., classical languages, modern languages, mathe
matics, and science) In England, a system for equating 
examination questions has been developed to allow for 
regional differences in the makeup of the examination, 
with national standards still retained.
System accountability. To date, Americans have typ
ically used examinations as yardsticks of the quality— 
and equality—of the education provided to students by 
their schools and teachers, ft In fact, institutional and 
teacher accountability based on student test scores has 
become almost a passion in this country and is certainly 
integral to the current interest in a national student 
test.6

There are a lot of unanswered questions about how to 
tie the examinations into an accountability system. Cer
tainly, a national student exam could provide a means 
for evaluating the effectiveness of particular schools and 
for levying appropriate rewards or sanctions on them, 
thereby motivating teachers and school administrators 
to find the best ways to teach the national curriculum. 
But three conditions would have to exist for this exam 
to have much effect on the quality of schooling. First, 
the tests would have to reflect the content of the 
national curriculum. Otherwise they would have no 
legitimacy. After all, how can we hold teachers and 
schools responsible for students’ learning if the material 
tested in the exams is divorced from that which teachers 
are expected to teach? Second, teachers would have to 
be given ample opportunity to learn and develop exper
tise in the content of the courses they are expected to 
teach. Otherwise, we couldn’t rationally expect them to 
teach it. Third, the tests must be linked to incentives for 
teachers and schools—that is, the tests must carry 
institutional and professional consequences. O ther
wise, the accountability system will have no teeth, and 
the test’s effects on school practice will be greatly 
diluted.
Curricular rein forcem ent. A third purpose of 
national exams, integrally tied to the first two, is to drive 
or at least reinforce the content and goals of the national 
curriculum. In this regard, it is important to realize that 
if there is a national “high stakes” exam, that exam will 
likely affect the curriculum—whether or not this is what was intended and whether or not the content of 
the test is the same as that o f the curriculum fram e
works. Thus, in England, where over the years much
t+In other countries, we suspect that informal but powerful 
judgments of schools and teachers also occur, based on the 
success of their students on the national examinations. To our 
knowledge, however, the national exams are generally not part 
of formal system accountability structures — that is, student 
performance on the exams does not carry direct, formal con
sequences for teachers and schools. Instead, the quality of 
schools and programs typically is monitored by a system of 
inspectorates — professional educators employed by the cen
tral ministry who visit local schools, monitor the quality of 
their programs, and provide technical assistance w here 
needed.

We also don’t want national exams that w ill lock teachers into a prescribed  form ula fo r  “successful” teaching.

attention has been given to the development of national 
examinations, some observers have criticized the prac
tice of “using an examination as a curriculum rather 
than as a means of evaluating a curriculum.”7 In the U.S., 
this might signal the need for caution in developing a 
national test before the desired curricular content of 
our schools is discussed adequately.
Im plications. First and forem ost, we argue that 
national examinations used for either student or system 
accountability will only be legitimate and useful if they 
are based on the national curriculum frameworks. To 
motivate students, the exams should provide incentives 
to excel, both by offering challenging content that 
requires effort and attention from students at all ability 
levels and through real-life rewards for good perfor
mance. For college-bound students, these rewards 
might be related to university admission; for work- 
bound students, good exam scores might mean better 
job prospects. For younger students, rewards might be 
more symbolic than material or educational. We would 
want the exams to be tied to legitimate and effective 
incentives for teacher, school, and system improvement.

What we don’t want is equally clear. We don’t want to 
establish a system of punitive accountability based on 
student performance on a single test instrument—no 
matter how well constructed that instrument might be; 
we don’t want to rule out second chances. Thus, if a 
student does not perform up to standard on the exam, 
he or she should be allowed to retake the test, perhaps 
after a required waiting period. Or, the student might be 
offered an alternative means of acquiring the exam’s 
credential. For example, upon doing poorly on the 
national exam, a student who wanted to go to college 
might be encouraged to attend a junior college in order 
to improve his skills and to demonstrate effort and 
better performance. He could thus enter through a 
different gate those avenues initially open only to stu
dents with higher examination results. If national exam 
results reflected poorly on a particular school, the 
remedies ought to be technical assistance and oppor
tunities for improvement.

We also don’t want national exams that will lock 
teachers into a prescribed formula for “successful” 
teaching or into such narrowly defined content that 
their professional expertise and intellectual enthusiasm 
are undermined. We don’t want examinations that rein
force rote algorithmic learning.8 And we don’t want a 
system that is so overwhelmed with tests or other 
bureaucratic controls that there is insufficient time or 
energy for the day-to-day instruction that lies at the very 
heart of school learning.
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Finally, the examinations must incorporate national 
direction with local and individual flexibility. Such flex
ibility may involve choice of exam questions or even the 
form of response. For example, in a future when perfor
mance testing is better developed than it is now, stu
dents might be able to choose between writing an essay 
on Shakespeare or working with fellow students to act 
out one of his plays.
Teacher Professional Developm ent. Curriculum 
frameworks, instructional materials, and tests alone will 
not greatly improve American education unless teach
ers know and can teach the curriculum. Teachers are 
always the fulcrum upon which educational success 
turns. Thus, the greatest benefits of a national curricu
lum would appear over time and would depend on an 
enormous investment in professional development. To 
bring pre-service education in line with the curriculum, 
for instance, would require a substantial change in the 
curricula of teacher training institutions and licensing 
requirements. As formidable as the task of changing 
institutions of higher education appears to be, it may be 
less massive than creating an effective system of in- 
service development that could help prepare our more 
than two million practicing teachers to teach the new 
curricula and meet the new standards.

In one sense, this task seems daunting. Yet the intro
duction of a national curriculum might be the very 
stimulus needed to bring about major improvements in 
today’s inadequate system of teacher professional devel
opment. The structure provided by new curriculum 
frameworks for students would help to organize a com
mon knowledge base for teachers. With these frame
works in hand, institutions that educate prospective 
teachers could be better positioned to ensure that new 
teachers have the knowledge and capacity to effectively 
teach the content and skills required by the districts in 
which they will teach. Licensing examinations might 
also be based on these teacher curriculum frameworks. 
In-service programs (which now tend to be laughingly 
irrelevant or boring) could be based on improving 
teachers’ understanding of and ability to teach the con
tent of the national curriculum. A critical side benefit 
would flow from this newly coherent system of teacher 
preparation: Teachers everywhere would come to share 
a common base of knowledge, a common professional 
culture—a development that would bring teaching one 
step closer to the status of an authentic profession. At a 
more practical level, this common language of teaching 
would make possible more frequent, interesting, and

At a more practica l level, this common language of teaching would make possible more frequent, interesting, and  productive discussions among teachers about teaching.

productive discussion among teachers about teaching.
In the same way that curriculum materials would be 

judged by a quasi-governmental or professional com
mission, so could ongoing professional development 
programs. In this way, teachers’ professional develop
ment could be closely aligned with the schools’ national 
curriculum and examinations. This would bring the U.S. 
system much more in line with the approach in other 
nations, most of which have national curricula.

I

N PUTTING forward these issues and examples, we 
have tried to suggest that a move towards a national 

curriculum could benefit education by enabling us to 
align curriculum, assessment and accountability, and 
the professional development of teachers. Moreover, by 
creating a national market for quality materials and tests, 
by focusing the nation’s best minds on developing excel
lent frameworks and exams; and by enlisting the most 
knowledgeable people to aid in quality control—a 
national curriculum  could stimulate an enorm ous 
increase in the quality of materials available to teachers, 
education policymakers, and administrators. By con
sciously moving towards a national curriculum, we can 

replace what has become a de facto national curriculum 
of basic skills with a richer, more challenging curricu
lum—and increase the likelihood that this curriculum 

will be accessible to all children, not just those lucky 
enough to attend the nation’s best schools. Finally a 
national exam could add needed incentives for every
one in the education world, especially students; and the 
results of the exam would provide all of us with impor
tant information necessary to improve continually the 
education we provide.

* * *

In April 1982, Samuel H. Beer delivered a lecture 
entitled “The National Idea in American Politics.” Beer 
saw the “national idea” as . . a theory of purpose, a 
perspective on public policy, a guide to the ends for 
which power should be used. It invites us to ask our
selves what sort of a people we are and whether we are a 
people and what we wish to make of ourselves as a people.”

Is a national curriculum becoming part of America’s 
“N ational Idea”? Perhaps so. C erta in ly  pow erful 
nationalizing currents are in the air; and while these 
pressures surely will fluctuate, we see no reason to think 
they will disappear. But such tendencies don’t add up to 
a curriculum, or even a plan for a curriculum. Addi
tionally, many of the current “nationalizing” ideas would 
work rather differently. Some promise major change 
from present practices, while others promise little. 
Some versions could greatly improve education, while 
others would have little effect, or even do harm.

Our discussion has left open several key issues. One is 
how America might govern a national curriculum, when 
school governance until now has been largely a state 
and local matter. Another issue is how America might 
convert to a coherent curriculum when our current 
system of education is so incoherent and fragmented.

We have no five-point plan for attacking these issues— 
nor could anyone. Americans are in the early stages of 
considering them. But there are better and worse ways 
of thinking about the issues.
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GOVERNANCE
Let’s begin with governance: Would a national curric

ulum require a national school system?
The idea seems implausible. State and local school 

systems are the political foundation of American public 
education. They are also a key feature of democratic 
government. If by magic a national curriculum were 
created tomorrow, it could work only if decisions to 
adopt it were made by state and local education agen
cies. States and localities still hold most authority in 
public education. The creation of any national curricu
lum would require their active participation and assent.

Inevitably, these agencies would assent and partici
pate by degree. If a national curriculum were created, 
some states and localities would move ahead, while 
others would hold back. Still others would find ways to 
test the water. However elegant the curriculum, it 
would not be adopted all at once, everywhere. But even 
if some sort of national curriculum were adopted by a 
minority of states and localities, would that not change 
how American public education is governed? Would a 
national curriculum  not supplant the authority that 
states and localities now exercise?

It might. But it might not.
First, we said before that any curriculum  should 

include ample room for local variations on national 
themes. Education is not robotics. Individual teachers— 
or school faculties, or entire districts—should have the 
intellectual autonomy to frame their own approaches to 
the material, and to take students’ needs and interests 
into account as well. Thus local school districts would 
certainly retain this degree of autonomy; and it would 
be exercised through local school governance.

If by magic a national curriculum  were created tomorrow, it could work only if  decisions to adopt it were m ade by state and local education agencies.

Second, much authority in education is now dele
gated away by state and local school systems. Most 
substantive decisions about textbooks, for instance, are 
made by private publishers. With few exceptions, states 
and localities decide only which of the published ver
sions they will adopt. That is a rather small decision, 
compared with some others—such as whether reading 
texts should include little or no literature, or whether 
arithm etic texts should focus almost exclusively on 
computation. Similarly, most of the basic substantive 
decisions about assessment in the United States are 
made by private testing and publishing agencies. Local 
districts and states decide which tests to use. But they 
rarely decide about whether arithmetic tests will assess

computational skills as opposed to, say, knowledge of 
mathematical ideas. Fundamental decisions about how 
to define and assess students’ knowledge largely are 
made by private agencies. A few states, such as Califor
nia, are trying to change these patterns, but most are 
not.

Finally, almost all of the decisions about the content, 
quality, and standards of the pre-service training of 
teachers are entirely out of the hands of K-12 education. 
Relatively autonomous state and private systems of 
higher education maintain almost complete control 
over the curriculum and licensing requirements for 
newly trained teachers.

It could be different. Suppose the key decisions about 
tests and texts were made by an agency or set of agen
cies interested in education, not profits. Such an agency 
could:

•  Devise frameworks and set standards of quality and 
content for texts and other curriculum materials, for 
student assessment, and for teacher education;

•  Coordinate these standards, so that quality and key 
content of the schools’ curriculum, of student assess
ment, and teacher education were consistent;

•  Do the research and development required to pro
duce models of the sorts of examinations, texts, and 
curricula (for both K-12 and teacher education) that 
would meet the standards. (NSF did something like this 
work for textbooks in the 1950s);

•  Monitor and report on the quality of commercial or 
other efforts to use these models to produce curricula, 
exams, and texts to these standards;

•  Organize ongoing consultation to monitor and 
revise standards of quality and content.

Such an agency or group of agencies would operate in 
a domain that in principle belongs to the states. But in 
fact that domain is now chiefly inhabited by private 
firms. The new agency would set standards for the 
products produced by private firms. It would do the 
necessary research, and develop the models, to make 
sure that the firms could meet the standards. And the 
agency would monitor performance and report its find
ings to the public.

The agency or set of agencies that we envision thus 
would not be a primary producer of materials. Rather it 
would define the public interest in such materials. It 
would support the original development of materials, 
exams, and the like. And it would defend the public 
interest in the content and quality of curriculum, exams, 
and so forth. The agency need not usurp any authority 
that states or localities now exercise. It need only reoc- 
cupy some of the territory now delegated to private 
firms. If things worked well, the result would be a much 
better array of materials, exams, etc. And that would give 
states and localities better choices than they have now.

So, we imagine a scheme in which states and/or 
localities would choose to embrace a curriculum that 
would greatly improve the quality of education. It is an 
appealing prospect, for it suggests that there may be 
ways to gain greater coherence and intelligence in cur
riculum while maintaining democratic control.
BUT THIS returns us to the question of governance: 

To whom would our agency be accountable?
Many imagine that a national curriculum agency
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Perhaps some such reduction in bureaucracy should be m ade a condition of adoption.

would be a creature of the federal government. After all, 
the government has a commanding political position. 
But we think this would be unsatisfactory for several 
reasons. First, education politics in the U.S. are fickle. 
The issues and the players change with dismaying 
rapidity. The ensuing instab ility  w ould make it 
extremely difficult to manage effectively the work 
sketched above. Second, Americans seem unlikely to 
assign the responsibility for local curriculum to a fed
eral bureaucracy, and we think they would be right. 
Federal agencies probably could not maintain the inven
tiveness and flexibility the work would require. Third, 
the federal government has a record of generally weak 
support for educational research and development, and 
often it is ineffective in managing the little R&D it does 
undertake. Given this record, it seems foolish to entrust 
it w ith a much larger assignment.

A consortium of state governments initially seems to 
have much appeal as a governing agent, for the states 
hold most authority in education, and they are seen as a 
leading agent of democratic control. But state education 
politics are no less fickle than national education pol
itics. And though a few states recently have developed 
some R&D capacity, most have little.

Organized education professionals are a third alter
native. They would bring considerable knowledge and 
skill to the governance of a national curriculum. Profes
sional groups like NCTM, the National Research Council 
(of the National Academy of Sciences), and others have 
been active in recent efforts to develop new national 
standards for instruction and new curricula. No national 
curriculum could be effectively devised if professional 
educators were not deeply involved. But professional 
organizations alone are an unsatisfactory choice. One 
reason is that the key working professionals—teachers 
and administrators—are, almost by definition, rooted in 
current practice. Relying on them alone would be a 
conservative approach. Additionally, for all their impor
tance, professionals are not the only important players 
in education: Business, community leaders, and parents 
are also key and should be involved in governance as 
well. Finally, few professional organizations in education 
have had much experience conceiving or managing large-scale R&D.

There are other candidates, but our position probably 
is already plain. Mixed control would be the best way to 
govern a national curriculum. This would require the 
invention of an institution or set of institutions that
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would lie on the boundaries among government, the 
professions, and private institutions. There are several 
examples of such agencies in post-World War II Amer
ican politics: Comsat, the National Academy of Sciences, 
and the early sponsorship of NAEP are three that come 
to mind. More recently, in education there is the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. The 
NBPTS is a private, not-for-profit corporation. But, as 
noted earlier, it is governed by a broadly representative board.

One strength of such agencies is that they can remain 
somewhat insulated from the daily shifts in political 
winds, while still representing many of the groups. The 
National Board includes members from business, teach
ing, teacher education, and government. Another 
strength is that unlike government agencies, the board 
can receive funding support from a variety of private 
and public sources—and they have much greater flex
ibility in using those funds than most public bodies. As a 
result, they can mobilize resources from many quarters, 
something that would be difficult for more conventional 
agencies, but which is essential for this project: Educa
tion professionals have much of the technical and edu
cational expertise, but government and business have 
much of the money. Some business people have man
agerial know-how that is rare among educators. Mixed 
governance could help to mobilize broad participation of public and private sponsors.

W ITH THIS sketch, we have tried to open the dis
cussion of governance. It is entirely possible that 

there are better schemes than the one just proposed. 
And there certainly are problems and issues that we 
have not discussed. One such problem concerns the 
distressing overgrowth of governance and administra
tion that currently pervades our education structures. 
As new national arrangements for curriculum and test
ing development and for teacher preparation were 
phased in, these bureaucracies could be streamlined 
and reduced (which would save money and provide 
relief to those who find themselves continually stymied 
and harassed by them ) Indeed, if they were not dramat
ically reduced, the proposals we have been discussing 
would increase problems in education—by adding 
layers of agencies to the many that already exist. Perhaps 
some such reduction in bureaucracy should be made a 
condition of adoption. Another issue that should not be 
ignored is the extent to which the larger society 
attaches importance to the new curriculum. If, for 
example, student exam results are ignored by college 
admissions officers and employers, students’ motivation 
to work hard in school will not increase simply because 
a new exam exists. (For a fuller discussion of the inter
play betw een society’s expectations and students’ 
school performance, see “What If Good Jobs Depended 
on Good Grades?” American Educator, Winter 1989.)

These matters aside, working through the governance 
issue has provisionally satisfied us on several points. A 
national curriculum agency or set of agencies could 
improve on our present arrangements, in which states 
delegate enormous authority to private firms. Such an 
agency also could be governed in a way that suited its 
mission while still preserving broad representation, 
local autonomy, and state authority in public education.
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GETTING THERE FROM HERE
Conversion presents an equally large problem. How 

could America move to a more coherent curriculum, 
when arrangements are now so fragmented? How might 
we get there from here?

Any sensible answer depends on how one envisions 
the nature of the journey. Our earlier discussion sug
gests that the distance to travel would be considerable, 
and that the terrain would not be easy. Consider a few of 
the tasks. To create a national curriculum that is worth 
having would require the invention of new curriculum 
fram ew orks; the  p ro d u c tio n  of new  and m ore 
thoughtful books and materials; the creation of a new 
assessment system (organized around examinations 
rather than standardized tests); and new approaches to 
both teacher education and teacher assessment—all 
linked together and based on the same frameworks.

None of these things are utterly new. The National 
Board of Professional Teaching Standards has important 
work on teacher assessment already under way, and the 
curriculum framework initiatives from California and 
elsewhere are a major step toward more thoughtful and 
coherent instructional guidance. But teacher assess
ment is only a part of education, and California is not the 
nation. More important, there has been no coordination 
of these efforts. Any one of the development tasks just 
mentioned would require a major effort; but coordinat
ing all of them would be an enormous undertaking, 
doubtless the largest R&D project ever in education. 
And there is an additional complication: Any national 
curriculum would have to be developed in ways that 
would balance nationwide standards and content with 
local needs and initiative. We are convinced that this is 
possible. But it also would be very complex, intellectually and politically.

Nor would the work of conversion be chiefly a tech
nical endeavor. The invention of new examinations and 
curriculum not only would pose daunting technical 
problems, but also would raise difficult issues in epis- 
temology, the philosophy of the disciplines, and politics. 
Additionally, the development work would be largely a 
matter of building social and intellectual capacities— 
and would thus entail a major educational effort. For any 
national curriculum worth having would require the 
teaching of more rigorous content. It therefore would 
involve teachers and students in much more demanding 
and exciting work. But in order to carry this off most 
teachers and administrators would have to deepen their 
knowledge of academic subjects and change their con
ceptions of knowledge itself They also would have to 
see learning as a more active and inventive process, and 
teaching as a more thoughtful and indirect process. 
More important, many educators would need to learn to 
do things quite differently in schools and classrooms. 
For example, any curriculum  w orth having would 
require administrative and teaching practice to become 
more thoughtful, collaborative, and participatory.

Though many educators and parents would welcome 
such changes, many more would find them puzzling, 
difficult, and disturbing. Conversion to a national curric
ulum could only succeed if the work of conversion were 
conceived and undertaken as a grand, cooperative 
learning venture. Such an enterprise would fail misera-

We think there is an American way [to  make these changes] that will preserve variety and  initiative fo r  teachers as well as democratic control o f education.

bly if it were conceived and organized chiefly as a 
technical process of developing new exams and mate
rials and then “disseminating” or “implementing” them.

A worthwhile, effective national curriculum would 
also require the creation of much new social and intel
lectual connective tissue. For instance, the content and 
pedagogy' of teacher education would have to be closely 
related to the content and pedagogy of the schools’ 
curriculum. The content and pedagogy of examinations 
would have to be tied to those of the curriculum and 
teacher education. Such connections do not now exist. 
The lack of coordination among the current “nationaliz
ing ideas” signals that the work of creating such links 
would begin nearly from square one.

* * *

Conversion to a national curriculum would require 
major change in many of the education system’s key 
social and intellectual structures. It also would entail 
extensive professional and public education. Moreover, 
Americans would have to build elements of a new edu
cation system, while the established (and very frag
mented) system was still operating. But such a change 
would produce many benefits, if done well. We think 
these changes can be made. Furthermore, we think 
there is an American way to make them—a way that will 
preserve variety and initiative for teachers as well as 
democratic control of education. We also know that it 
will not be easy, quick, or cheap. If Americans continue 
to want educational reform on the cheap, a national 
curriculum would be a mistake. □
E n d n o t e s
Joseph A. Califano, Jr., Governing America: An Insider’s 
Report from  the White House and the Cabinet (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1981) Speech to College Board, p. 297; 
note from Carter, pp. 297-98; 1978 citation, p. 299.
2Stanley M. Elam and Alec M. Gallup, “The 21st Annual Gallup 
Poll of the Public’s Attitudes Toward the Public Schools,” Phi 
Delta Kappan, Vol. 71, No. 1, September 1989, pages 41-56. 
3In a related effort, the Educational Testing Service is carrying 
out a thorough revision of the National Teachers’ Examination 
(NTE), a test widely used by states for purposes of initial 
licensure of teachers. Because the test has been so widely 
used, it has been designed to be very general in its assessment 
of subject matter, pedagogical, and professional knowledge. 
Moreover, the frameworks that guide the specifications of test 
items seem to have been designed to reflect the current 
condition of teaching and professional practice in the nation’s 
schools rather than a conception of preferred practice. The
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net effect of a very general test based primarily on current 
practice may well be to stifle curricular and teacher reforms. 
On the other hand, if the new NTE section on mathematics 
reflects the NCTM standards and the professional standards 
section reflects the restructuring visions about the roles and 
responsibilities of teachers, then the examination will be a 
progressive force for reform. Either way, it will have an impor
tant national effect.
4A notable exception is the attempt at coordination between 
NAEP and the NCTM in the development of the NAEP mathe
matics framework.
5These two examples are instructive for another reason. The 
science framework contains a substantial emphasis on hands- 
on experimentation in science, while the history/social sci
ence framework emphasizes a historical rather than a social 
studies perspective. The point is simply that the frameworks 
are vehicles for prescribing pedagogy and values as well as 
facts and skills. We suspect, but do not know, that there will be 
more adherence to the specifications of facts and skills than 
there will be adherence to the specified values and ped
agogical strategies for loosely prescribed frameworks. 
6Despite the passion evident in much of this accountability 
movement, we see little evidence as yet of test results carrying 
real consequences or rewards for teachers or schools. For the 
most part, as in the case of NAEP or the California Assessment 
Program ( CAP ), average test scores seem to be used mainly for 
purposes of public reporting—perhaps in hopes that pressure 
from the American people for higher scores will result in 
tangible school improvement.
7Denis Lawton, Education, Culture and the National Curric
ulum  (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1989), p. 74.
8There is an important relationship between the character of 
the examinations and the curriculum itself A common argu
ment, with some supporting data, holds that the multiple- 
choice tests that dominate U.S. classrooms lead to an emphasis 
on facts, algorithmic skills, and readily solved problems. This 
argument does not depend on whether the content of the test 
accurately tracks the curriculum. It could also hold with a 
curriculum-based multiple-choice examination.
There are alternatives to multiple-choice examinations. The 
current proposed modifications to the SATs—to include a 
small percentage of open-ended mathematics problems and 
an optional essay in the verbal section—are a modest begin
ning. Beyond that are more “authentic” exam formats that 
involve such tasks as open-ended problem solving, data analy
sis, analytic and creative writing, and experimentation. The 
British and Dutch have made considerable strides in these 
areas as have a few states, most notably Connecticut. The hope 
in these “authentic” exams is that the format and type of 
problems on the examinations will influence the character of 
the curriculum and instruction, which in turn will influence 
the mixture of items on the examination.
The ideas driving these reforms are powerful and important. 
They could have a great, positive impact on education. In the 
context of a national curriculum, they could be especially 
potent. We are reasonably confident that if such examinations 
were available now and reflected a national curriculum, they 
would increase both students’ and teachers’ interest and 
motivation to tackle the kinds of complex and challenging 
tasks that were on the examination. This would be a major 
step.
But we need to be aware of several problems. The first is our 
lack of experience in developing, administering, and report
ing results from assessments of this type. A second problem is 
our relative lack of understanding of how to use these new 
forms of assessment to rank students, teachers, and institu
tions. This is especially true in a nation as diverse as ours. For 
years we have struggled with the often legitimate claims of 
bias in testing; these problems will not disappear if we aban
don multiple-choice tests. Indeed, they may be exacerbated.
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Letter s
(Continued from  page 8) 
w here “...winners and losers have 
always agreed to work together...” 
Are we talking the America of Lin
coln, Fort Sumter and the Civil War?

(2.) Madison was not concerned 
with dictatorships, but rather with 
absolute monarchism or despotism. 
There are differences, and not just 
hair-splitting ones, between these 
p o litic a l p h en o m en a . S tuden ts  
would have little difficulty in under
standing them...

(3 .) Hakim says, “Jefferson and 
Hamilton w ere both good men...” 
and that we “...need Hamiltons [and] 
Jeffersons...” W ho’s we? And what 
makes them both good? Good for 
whom?... I happen to think Hamilton 
a bright, com petent scoundrel... 
who, among other things, deliber
ately shaped the early fiscal policies 
of the nation to favor corrupt private 
speculators in government-guaran- 
teed  secu ritie s , governm en t-im 
proved lands, and government-pro- 
tected industries at the expense of 
the veteran foot-soldiers of the war. 
Good? Not by my reckoning. What is 
Hakim’s moral or political frame of 
reference?...

I have noticed in the current con
troversies over the teaching of his
to ry  a ttem pts by each side to 
procla im  its o b jec tiv ity  and to 
impute to the other side an “agenda” 
or ideological slant. All to the good. I 
only hope that all the sides will con
tinue to be heard and printed in 
American Educator so th a t... teach
ers of history may themselves arrive 
at a more honest, comprehensive 
and interesting way of teaching it 
w ithout having one side’s version 
come down to them as fiat...

— A l b e r t  F. B a u e r

N e w  Y ork, N Y
Joy Hakim replies:

I t  is always help fu l to receive 
com m ents abou t a work-in-pro- 
gress, and I  thank both writers fo r  
their k in d  words and criticisms. As 
fo r  Mr. Stone’s concern: In  other 
chapters, I  deal extensively with  
slavery and w ith the paradox o f  
men, likeJefferson, who believed in 
liberty bu t owned slaves. I t  can’t be 
addressed in every chapter.

Mr. Bauer is right about M att 
Lyon. I t  happens that I  tell Lyon’s 
story in a chapter on the Alien and  
Sedition Acts. Because the American

Educator article included L yon’s 
picture I  should have added a note 
with that picture. When Isay that in 
America “winners and losers have 
always agreed to work together, ” I  
am talking about a political system  
that has worked rem arkably fo r  
two hundred years. We have elec
tions and get on with the business 
o f  government. We don’t have revo
lutions after every election. (I  am, 
however, going to fo o tn o te  that 
aw ful exception in I860.)

B u t Mr. Bauer doesn’t seem to 
have noticed that I  am  writing fo r  
elementary school children. I t  is a 
very d ifferen t book fro m  one I  
w ould  write fo r  high school s tu 
dents. There m ay be distinctions 
between dictators, absolute mon- 
archs and despots— bu t I  believe 
those differences are hairsplitting  
fo r  ten-year-olds.

When it comes to Hamilton, Mr. 
Bauer’s op in ion  and m ine differ. 
H a m ilto n  w as a n y th in g  b u t a 
scoundrel. Even Je ffe rso n  ha d  
respect fo r  his integrity. D id he do 
right to pay o ff  the na tion’s debts 
when he knew  the creditors were 
mostly private speculators? I ’ll let 
him  answer that: “States, like indi
viduals, who observe their engage
ments, are respected and trusted, 
while the reverse is the fa te  o f  those 
who pursue an opposite conduct. ”

When H am ilton  became secre
tary o f  the treasury, our foreign and  
dom estic debt ( in  proportion to 
go vernm en t revenues) was fo u r  
times w hat it is today. The new  
nation was awash in worthless cur
rency. When he le ft  o ffice  the  
n a tio n ’s bonds were selling well 
above par. But, as I  make clear in 
m y book, the Jefferson-H am ilton  
argum ent has been going on fo r  
two hundred years.

I  happen to be writing a U.S. his
tory that is grounded in respect and  
a d m ira tio n  fo r  ou r system. N ot 
everyone w ill agree with that p o in t 
o f  view, bu t authors do have pre
rogatives. I  have opin ions and I  
state them. I  tell m y young readers 
tha t others m ay have d ifferen t 
opinions. I  w ant to provoke argu
ment. I  w ant children to start defin
ing beliefs o f  their own.

What I  am trying to do is write 
intellectual history fo r  children. As 
fa r  as I  know, that hasn’t been done 
before. Most o f  all, I  hope my books 
w ill stim ulate discussion.
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Team Up for 
School Change
AFT QuEST ’91 
July 18- 21  Washington, D.C.

S
chools don 't change easily, and teachers 
can ’t make the necessary changes them 
selves. The whole community m ust be 
behind them. So this year the AFT QuEST 
conference is inviting union m em bers to a ttend  the 

QuEST conference w ith the people from their 
school district who can help make the differ
ence. Bring the superintendent, school board 
mem bers, parents, business and community 
leaders, or come on your own.

Featuring:
■ Nationally acclaimed speakers on school 
restructuring, assessm ent, equity issues, and 
the  national education goals.
■ Roundtable debates on critical issues, including 
school choice.
■ Special workshop “tracks” on professionalizing 
teaching, accountability, supporting at-risk kids, 
and creating self-renewing schools.
■  The Consultation Lab, w here you can discuss 
your local situation w ith nationally-known experts.

For inform ation/registration m aterials, write: 
QuEST ’91
AFT Educational Issues D epartm ent 
555 New Jersey Avenue, N.W.
W ashington, DC 20001
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555 New Jersey Ave., N.W. 
Washington, DC 20001
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