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Saturn was recently evaluated 
by a number of educators. 

And it looks like we got a pretty good response.

Not too long ago, a group of educators came to the Saturn plant, armed with 

plenty of paper and pencils, to find out how our union works with our management. 

And since it doesn’t really qualify as a trade secret, we told them: We work as though 

we’re on the same team—because we are. So when we make decisions, we make 

them together, and when we need to solve a problem, we do that together too. Now, 

some of these people have developed similar partnerships, in their own districts. 

So we formed a partnership with the AFT and we started an awards program, to 

recognize school districts that use teamwork to improve the quality of their schools. 

So when a school board works together with teachers, toward a common goal, we 

give the district an award—because we think what they’re trying to do is important. 

(Besides, after years of giving out stars and happy 

faces, they deserve some encouragem ent too.) P S  S A T U R N

For more information about the Saturn/UAW partnership award, or to nominate your school district, please call us at 
1-800-738-1817. For more information about Saturn, visit our Web site at www.satum.com. ©1999 Saturn Corporation.

A D I F F E R E N T  K I N D  o f  C O M P A N Y .  A  D I F F E R E N T  K I N D  o f  C A R .
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Nearly ten years have passed 
since th e  C hinese g o vern 
m en t’s brutal crackdown on the 

pro-democracy movement. Most of 
us will never forget the images 
sen t around  th e  w orld  from  
Tiananmen Square: the goddess of 
democracy, w ith her torch  held 
high; the thousands of peaceful 
demonstrators—students and work
ers—thronging the great square; 
the single young man facing a line 
of tanks. But we know that the ide
als fueling the protest are yet to be 
realized—and, indeed, that govern
m ent rep re ss io n  of m en and

(Above) the goddess o f democracy 
facing a portrait o f Mao Zedong. 
(Below) students and workers in 
Tiananmen Square.

Remember
Tiananmen
Square
Support the Global 
Petition Campaign
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women attempting to form politi
cal parties or organize free labor 
unions is more severe than ever. 
W hat can w e do to  help? One 
th in g  is to p a r tic ip a te  in th e  
Global Petition Campaign.

Some leading Chinese dissidents, 
among them, Wang Dan, a student 
leader of the Tiananmen Square 
protest, are inviting people from 
every country to sign an Internet 
petition addressed to the Chinese 
government.

The petition  calls on the gov
ernment to free those still impris
oned as a result of the 1989 crack
down and all other “prisoners of 
conscience” and to extend, to all 
C hinese c itizens, basic hum an 
rights, including freedom of ex
pression, freedom of association, 
and freedom  of religion. Wang 
Dan, w ho was released last year 
from prison in China and sent into 
exile, plans to present the petition 
to Jiang Zemin, president of the 
P eo p le ’s R epublic of China on 
June 12.

AFT is one of the campaign’s of
ficial sponsors, along with other 
labor organizations like the Inter
national C onfederation  of Free 
Trade Unions; the Canadian La
bour Congress; and our sister un
ion, the Hong Kong Professional 
Teachers’ Union; as well as human 
rights organizations like Amnesty 
International and Human Rights 
Watch. The petition, w hich was 
launched in January, now has sig
natories from more than 50 coun
tries . We h ear th a t even som e 
brave people in mainland China 
are signing.

You can remember Tiananmen 
Square and the people who demon
strated for democracy by adding 
your name to the Global Petition 
(www.june4.org). Or you can send 
an e-mail indicating your support 
(petition@ june4. org).

Make sure Jiang Zemin and the 
other Chinese Communist leaders 
know that the world has not forgot
ten and that we call on them to give 
the people of China the basic rights 
they are still being denied.

President
American Federation of Teachers
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C a u tio n -  
P raise C an  

Be D angerous

By  C arol S. D w ec k

THE SELF-ESTEEM movement, which was flourish
ing just a few years ago, is in a state of decline. Al

though many educators believed that boosting stu
dents’ self-esteem would boost their academic achieve
ment, this did not happen. But the failure of the self-es- 
teem movement does not mean that we should stop 
being concerned with what students think of them
selves and just con cen tra te  on im proving th e ir 
achievement. Every time teachers give feedback to stu
dents, they convey messages that affect students’ opin
ion of themselves, their motivation, and their achieve
ment. And I believe that teachers can and should help 
students become high achievers who also feel good 
about themselves. But how, exactly, should teachers go 
about doing this?

In fact, the self-esteem people were on to something 
extremely important. Praise, the chief weapon in their 
armory, is a powerful tool. Used correctly it can help 
students become adults who delight in intellectual 
challenge, understand the value of effort, and are able 
to deal with setbacks. Praise can help students make 
the most of the gifts they have. But if praise is not han
dled properly, it can become a negative force, a kind of 
drug that, rather than strengthening students, makes 
them passive and dependent on the opinion of others. 
What teachers—and parents—need is a framework 
that enables them to use praise wisely and well.

W here D id Things Go Wrong?
I believe the self-esteem movement faltered because of 
the way in which educators tried to instill self-esteem. 
Many people held an intuitively appealing theory of

Carol S. D weck is a pro fessor o f  psycho logy a t 
Columbia University, who has carried out research 
on self-esteem, motivation, and  academic achieve
m ent fo r  thirty years. Her new book, Self-Theories: 
Their Role in Motivation, Personality, and Develop
ment, was ju s t published by The Psychology Press.

self-esteem, which went something like this: Giving 
students many opportunities to experience success 
and then praising them for their successes will indi
cate to them that they are intelligent. If they feel good 
about their intelligence, they will achieve. They will 
love learning and be confident and successful learners.

Much research now shows that this idea is wrong. 
Giving students easy tasks and praising their success 
tells students that you think they’re dumb.1 It’s not 
hard to see why. Imagine being lavishly praised for 
something you think is pretty Mickey Mouse. Wouldn’t 
you feel that the person thought you weren’t capable 
of more and was trying to make you feel good about 
your limited ability?

But what about praising students’ ability when they 
perform well on challenging tasks? In such cases, there 
would be no question of students’ thinking you were 
just trying to make them feel good. Melissa Kamins, 
Claudia Mueller, and I decided to put this idea to the 
test.

Mueller and I had already found, in a study of the re
lationship between parents’ beliefs and their children’s 
expectations, that 85 percent of parents thought they 
needed to praise their children’s intelligence in order 
to assure them that they were smart.2 We also knew 
that many educators and psychologists thought that 
praising children for being intelligent was of great ben
efit. Yet in almost 30 years of research, I had seen over 
and over that children who had maladaptive achieve
ment patterns were already obsessed with their intelli
gence—and with proving it to others. The children 
worried about how smart they looked and feared that 
failing at some task—even a relatively unimportant 
one—meant they were dumb. They also worried that 
having to work hard in order to succeed at a task 
showed they were dumb. Intelligence seemed to be a 
label to these kids, a feather in their caps, rather than a 
tool that, with effort, they could become more skillful 
in using.

In contrast, the more adaptive students focused on
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the process of learning and achieving. They weren’t 
worried about their intelligence and didn’t consider 
every task a measure of it. Instead, these students 
were more likely to concern themselves with the ef
fort and strategies they needed in order to master the 
task. We wondered if praising children for being in
telligent, though it seemed like a positive thing to do, 
could hook them  into  becom ing d ependen t on 
praise.

Praise for In telligence
Claudia Mueller and I conducted six studies, with 
more than 400 fifth-grade students, to examine the 
effects of praising children for being intelligent.3 
The students were from different parts of the coun
try (a Midwestern town and a large Eastern city) and 
came from varied ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Each of the studies involved several 
tasks, and all began with the students working, one 
at a time, on a puzzle task that was challenging but 
easy enough for all of them to do quite well. After 
this first set, we praised one-third of the children for 
their intelligence. They were told: “Wow, you got x 
num ber correct. T hat’s a really good score. You 
must be smart at this.” One-third of the children 
were also told that they got a very good score, but 
they were praised for their effort: “You must have 
w orked really hard.” The final third w ere simply 
praised for their performance, with no comment on 
why they were successful. Then, we looked to see 
the effects of these different types of praise across 
all six studies.

We found that after the first trial (in which all of the 
students were successful) the three groups responded 
similarly to questions we asked them. They enjoyed 
the task equally, were equally eager to take the prob
lems home to practice, and were equally confident 
about their future performance.

In several of the studies, as a followup to the first 
trial, we gave students a choice of different tasks to 
work on next. We asked whether they wanted to try a 
challenging task from which they could learn a lot 
(but at which they might not succeed) or an easier 
task (on which they were sure to do well and look 
smart).

The majority of the students who had received 
praise for being intelligent the first time around went 
for the task that would allow them to keep on looking 
smart. Most of the students who had received praise 
for their effort (in some studies, as many as 90 per
cent) wanted the challenging learning task. (The third 
group, the students who had not been praised for in
telligence or effort, were right in the middle and I will 
not focus on them.)

These findings suggest that when we praise children 
for their intelligence, we are telling them that this is 
the name of the game: Look smart; don’t risk making 
mistakes. On the other hand, when we praise children 
for the effort and hard work that leads to achievement, 
they want to keep engaging in that process. They are 
not diverted from the task of learning by a concern 
with how smart they might—or might not—look.

The Im pact o f  D ifficulty
Next, we gave students a set of problems that were 
harder and on which they didn’t do as well. After
wards, we repeated the questions we had asked after 
the first task: How much had they enjoyed the task? 
Did they want to take the problems home to practice? 
And how smart did they feel? We found that the stu
dents who had been praised for being intelligent did 
not like this second task and were no longer interested 
in taking the problems home to practice. What’s more, 
their difficulties led them to question their intelli
gence. In other words, the same students who had 
been told they were smart when they succeeded now 
felt dumb because they had encountered a setback. 
They had learned to measure themselves from what 
people said about their performance, and they were 
dependent on continuing praise in order to maintain 
their confidence.

In contrast, the students who had received praise 
for their effort on the easier task liked the more diffi
cult task just as much even though they missed some 
of the problems. In fact, many of them said they liked 
the harder problems even more than the easier ones, 
and they were even more eager to take them home to 
practice. It was wonderful to see.

Moreover, these youngsters did not think that the 
difficulty of the task (and their relative lack of success) 
reflected on their intelligence. They thought, simply, 
that they had to make a greater effort in order to suc
ceed. Their interest in taking problems home with 
them to practice on presumably reflected one way 
they planned to do this.

Thus, the students praised for effort were able to 
keep their intellectual self-esteem in the face of set
backs. They still thought they were smart; they still en
joyed the challenge; and they planned to work toward 
future success. The students who had been praised for 
their intelligence received an initial boost to their 
egos, but their view of themselves was quickly shaken 
when the going got rough.

As a final test, we gave students a third set of prob
lems that were equal in difficulty to the first set—the 
one on which all the students had been successful. 
The results were striking. Although all three groups 
had performed equally well on the first trial, the stu
dents who had received praise for their intelligence 
(and who had been discouraged by their poor show
ing on the second trial) now registered the worst per
formance of the three groups. Indeed, they did signifi
cantly worse than they had on the first trial. In con
trast, students who were praised for working hard per
formed the best of the three groups and significantly 
better than they had originally. So the different kinds 
of praise apparently affected not just what students 
thought and felt, but also how well they were able to 
perform.

Given what we had already seen, we reasoned 
that when students see their performance as a mea
sure of their intelligence, they are likely to feel stig
matized when they perform poorly and may even 
try to hide the fact. If, however, students consider a 
poo r perform ance a tem porary  setback, w hich 
merely reflects how much effort they have put in or
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their curren t level of skill, then it will not be a 
stigma. To test this idea, we gave students the op
portunity to tell a student at another school about 
the task they had just completed by writing a brief 
descrip tion  on a p repared  form. The form  also 
asked them  to report their score on the second, 
more difficult trial.

More than 40 percent of the students who had been 
praised for their intelligence lied about their score (to 
improve it, of course). They did this even though they 
were reporting their performance to an anonymous 
peer whom they would never meet. Very few of the 
students in the other groups exaggerated their perfor
mance. This suggests that when we praise students for 
their intelligence, failure becomes more personal and 
therefore more of a disgrace. As a result, students be
come less able to face and therefore deal with their 
setbacks.

The M essages We Send
Finally, we found that following their experiences with 
the different kinds of praise, the students believed dif
ferent things about their intelligence. Students who 
had received praise for being intelligent told us they

thought of intelligence as something innate—a capac
ity that you just had or didn’t have. Students who had 
been praised for effort told us they thought of intelli
gence more in terms of their skills, knowledge, and 
motivation—things over which they had some control 
and might be able to enhance.

And these negative effects of praising for intelli
gence were just as strong (and sometimes stronger) for 
the high-achieving students as for their less successful 
peers. Perhaps it is even easier to get these youngsters 
invested in looking smart to others. Maybe they are 
even more attuned to messages from us that tell them 
we value them for their intellects.

How can one sentence of praise have such powerful 
and pervasive effects? In my research, I have been 
amazed over and over again at how quickly students of 
all ages pick up on messages about themselves—at 
how sensitive they are to suggestions about their per
sonal qualities or about the meaning of their actions 
and experiences. The kinds of praise (and criticism) 
students receive from their teachers and parents tell 
them how to think about what they do—and what 
they are.

This is why we cannot simply forget about stu
dents’ feelings, their ideas about themselves and their 
motivation, and just teach them the “facts.” No matter 
how objective we try to be, our feedback conveys 
messages about what we think is important, what we 
think of them, and how they should think of them
selves. These messages, as we have seen, can have 
powerful effects on many things including perfor
mance. And it should surprise no one that this sus
ceptibility starts very early.

Melissa Kamins and I found it in kindergarten chil
dren.4 Praise or criticism that focused on children’s 
personal traits (like being smart or good) created a 
real vulnerability when children hit setbacks. They 
saw setbacks as showing that they were bad or incom
petent—and they were unable to respond construc
tively. In contrast, praise or criticism that focused on 
children’s strategies or the efforts they made to suc
ceed left them hardy, confident, and in control when 
they confronted setbacks. A setback did not mean 
anything bad about them or their personal qualities. It 
simply meant that something needed to be done, and 
they set about doing it. Again, a focus on process al
lowed these young children to maintain their self-es- 
teem and to respond constructively when things went 
wrong.

Ways o f  Praising
There are many groups whose achievement is of par
ticular interest to us: minorities, females, the gifted, 
the underachieving, to name a few. The findings of 
these studies will tell you why I am so concerned that 
we not try to encourage the achievement of our stu
dents by praising their intelligence. When we worry 
about low-achieving or vulnerable students, we may 
want to reassure them they’re smart. When we want 
to motivate high-achieving students, we may want to 
spur them on by telling them they’re gifted. Our re
search says: Don’t do that. Don’t get students so in
vested in these labels that they care more about keep
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ing the label than about learning. Instead of empower
ing students, praise is likely to render students passive 
and dependent on something they believe they can’t 
control. And it can hook them into a system in which 
setbacks signify incompetence and effort is recognized 
as a sign of weakness rather than a key to success.

This is not to say that we shouldn’t praise students. 
We can praise as much as we please when they learn 
or do well, but we should wax enthusiastic about their 
strategies, not about how their performance reveals an 
attribute they are likely to view as innate and beyond 
their control. We can rave about their effort, their con
centration, the effectiveness of their study strategies, 
the interesting ideas they came up with, the way they 
followed through. We can ask them questions that 
show an intelligent appreciation of their work and 
what they put into it. We can enthusiastically discuss 
with them what they learned. This, of course, requires 
more from us than simply telling them that they are 
smart, but it is much more appreciative of their work, 
much more constructive, and it does not carry with it 
the dangers I’ve been describing.

What about the times a student really impresses us 
by doing something quickly, easily—and perfectly? 
Isn’t it appropriate to show our admiration for the 
child’s ability? My honest opinion is that we should 
not. We should not be giving students the impression 
that we place a high value on their doing perfect work 
on tasks that are easy for them. A better approach 
would be to apologize for wasting their time with 
something that was too easy, and move them to some
thing that is more challenging. When students make 
progress in or master that more challenging work, 
that’s when our admiration—for their efforts—should 
come through.

A C hallenging Academ ic Transition
The studies I have been talking about were carried out 
in a research setting. Two other studies5 tracked stu
dents with these different viewpoints in a real-life situ
ation, as they were making the transition to junior 
high school and during their first two years of junior 
high. This is a point at which academic work generally 
becomes more demanding than it was in elementary 
school, and many students stumble. The studies com
pared the attitudes and achievement of students who 
believed that intelligence is a fixed quantity with stu
dents who believed that they could develop their intel
lectual potential. We were especially interested in any 
changes in the degree of success students experienced 
in junior high school and how they dealt with these 
changes. For the sake of simplicity, I will combine the 
results from the two studies, for they showed basically 
the same thing.

First, the students who believed that intelligence is 
fixed did indeed feel that poor performance meant 
they were dumb. Furthermore, they reported, in sig
nificantly greater numbers than their peers, that if they 
did badly on a test, they would seriously consider 
cheating the next time. This was true even for stu
dents who were highly skilled and who had a past 
record of high achievement.

Perhaps even worse, these students believed that

having to make an effort meant they were dumb— 
hardly an attitude to foster good work habits. In fact, 
these students reported  that even though school 
achievement was very important to them, one of their 
prime goals in school was to exert as little effort as 
possible.

In contrast to the hopelessly counterproductive atti
tude of the first group, the second group of students, 
those who believed that intellectual potential can be 
developed, felt that poor performance was often due 
to a lack of effort, and it called for more studying. 
They saw effort as worthwhile and important—some
thing necessary even for genuises if they are to realize 
their potential.

So once again, for those who are focused on their 
fixed intelligence and its adequacy, setbacks and even 
effort bring a loss of face and self-esteem. But chal
lenges, setbacks, and effort are not threatening to the 
self-esteem of those who are concerned with develop
ing their potential; they represent opportunities to 
learn. In fact, many of these students told us that they 
felt smartest when things were difficult; they gained 
self-esteem when they applied themselves to meeting 
challenges.

What about the academic achievement of the two 
groups making the transition to junior high school? In 
both studies, we saw that students who believed that 
intelligence was fixed and was manifest in their perfor
mance did more poorly than they had in elementary 
school. Even many who had been high achievers did 
much less well. Included among them were many stu
dents who entered junior high with high intellectual 
self-esteem. On the other hand, the students who be
lieved that intellectual potential could be developed 
showed, as a group, clear gains in their class standing, 
and many blossomed intellectually. The demands of 
their new environment, instead of causing them to 
wilt because they doubted themselves, encouraged 
them to roll up their sleeves and get to work.

These patterns seem to continue with students en
tering college. Research with students at highly selec
tive universities found that, although they may enter a 
situation with equal self-esteem, optimism, and past 
achievement, students respond to the challenge of col
lege differently: Students in one group by measuring 
themselves and losing confidence; the others by figur
ing out what it takes and doing it.6

B elieving and A chieving
Some of the research my colleagues and I have carried 
out suggests that it is relatively easy to modify the 
views of young children in regard to intelligence and 
effort in a research setting. But is it possible to influ
ence student attitudes in a real-life setting? And do stu
dents become set in their beliefs as they grow older? 
Some exciting new research shows that even college 
students’ views about intelligence and effort can be 
modified—and that these changes will affect their 
level of academic achievement.7 In their study, Aron
son and Fried taught minority students at a prestigious 
university to view their intelligence as a potentiality 
that could be developed through hard work. For exam
ple, they created and showed a film that explained the
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neural changes that took place in the brain every time 
students confronted difficulty by exerting effort. The 
students who were instructed about the relationship 
between intelligence and effort went on to earn signif
icantly higher grades than their peers who were not. 
This study like our intelligence praise studies, shows 
that (1) students’ ideas about their intelligence can be 
influenced by the messages they receive, and (2) 
when these ideas change, changes in performance can 
follow.

But simply getting back to basics and enforcing rig
orous standards—which some students will meet and 
some will not—won’t eliminate the pitfalls I have been 
describing. This approach may convey, even more 
forcefully, the idea that intelligence is a gift only cer
tain students possess. And it will not, in itself, teach 
students to value learning and focus on the process of 
achievement or how to deal with obstacles. These stu
dents may, more than ever, fear failure because it takes 
the measure of their intelligence.

A D ifferent Fram ework
Our research suggests another approach. Instead of 
trying to convince our students that they are smart or 
simply enforcing rigorous standards in the hopes that 
doing so will create high motivation and achievement, 
teachers should take the following steps: first, get stu
dents to focus on their potential to learn; second, 
teach them to value challenge and learning over look
ing smart; and third, teach them to concentrate on ef
fort and learning processes in the face of obstacles.

This can be done while holding students to rigorous 
standards. Within the framework I have outlined, tasks 
are challenging and effort is highly valued, required, 
and rewarded. Moreover, we can (and must) give stu
dents frank evaluations of their work and their level of 
skill, but we must make clear that these are evalua
tions of their current level of performance and skill, 
not an assessment of their intelligence or their innate 
ability. In this framework, we do not arrange easy 
work or constant successes, thinking that we are 
doing students a favor. We do not lie to students who 
are doing poorly so they will feel smart: That would 
rob them of the information they need to work harder 
and improve. Nor do we just give students hard work 
that many can’t do, thus making them into casualties 
of the system.

I am not encouraging high-effort situations in which 
students stay up studying until all hours every night, 
fearing they will displease their parents or disgrace 
themselves if they don’t get the top test scores. Push
ing students to do that is not about valuing learning or 
about orienting students toward developing their po
tential. It is about pressuring students to prove their 
worth through their test scores.

It is also not sufficient to give students piles of 
homework and say we are teaching them about the im
portance of effort. We are not talking about quantity 
here but about teaching students to seek challenging 
tasks and to engage in an active learning process.

However, we as educators must then be prepared to 
do our share. We must help students acquire the skills 
they need for learning, and we must be available as

constant resources for learning. It is not enough to 
keep harping on and praising effort, for this may soon 
wear thin. And it will not be effective if students don’t 
know how  to apply their effort appropriately. It is nec
essary7 that we as educators understand and teach stu
dents how to engage in processes that foster learning, 
things like task analysis and study skills.8

When we focus students on their potential to learn 
and give them the message that effort is the key to 
learning, we give them responsibility for and control 
over their achievement—and over their self-esteem. 
We acknowledge that learning is not something that 
someone gives students; nor can they expect to feel 
good about themselves because teachers tell them 
they are smart. Both learning and self-esteem are 
things that students achieve as they tackle challenges 
and work to master new material.

Students who value learning and effort know how 
to make and sustain a commitment to valued goals. Un
like some of their peers, they are not afraid to work 
hard; they know that meaningful tasks involve set
backs; and they know how to bounce back from fail
ure. These are lessons that cannot help but serve them 
well in life as well as in school.

These are lessons I have learned from my research 
on students’ motivation and achievement, and they are 
things I wish I had known as a student. There is no 
reason that every student can’t know them now. □
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Ability  
a n d  Expertise

It’s Time To Replace 
the Current Model o f Intelligence

By  Robert  J. Sternberg

BILLY HAS an IQ of 121 on a standardized individual 
intelligence test, and Jimmy has an IQ of 94 on the 

same test. What do these scores, and the difference be
tween them, mean? The conventional answer to this 
question is that they represent a kind of intellectual 
predestination: The two children possess inborn gifts 
that are relatively fixed and will, to a large extent, pre
dict their future achievement. So no one will be sur
prised if Billy goes on to do well in high school and gets 
into a good college—or if Jimmy barely gets through 
school and ends up with a minimum-wage job—be
cause that’s what this familiar and widely accepted 
model of human intelligence would lead us to expect.

But a scientific model is just a way of fitting together 
pieces of information and things we have observed 
into a pattern that makes sense. It does not represent 
the certain or only way of arranging the pieces, and 
models can be and often are modified or even dis
carded w hen we make new discoveries or look at 
what we know in new ways. This happened, for exam
ple, in the early seventeenth century, when the Ptole
maic model of the solar system, in which all the heav
enly bodies were said to revolve around the earth, was 
replaced by the Copernican, sun-centered, model of 
the solar system.

Many psychologists now question the simple identi
fication of IQ with ability, which the old model of 
human intelligence posits. They believe that abilities 
are too broad and too complex to be measured by the 
kind of IQ test that Billy and Jimmy took. They also be
lieve that environment and genetics play a part and, 
furthermore, that abilities are not a fixed quantity: 
They can be modified by education and experience. 
I’d like to propose a farther, and important, building 
block for this new model of human intelligence— 
namely that the difference in Billy’s and Jimmy’s IQ 
scores simply means that the two children are at a dif
ferent stage in developing the expertise measured by

Robert J. Sternberg is IBM Professor o f Psychology in 
the Department o f Psychology at Yale University. His 
areas o f specialization are hum an abilities and cog
nition. A longer version o f this article appeared in 
Educational Researcher, April 1998.

the IQ test. Furthermore, I suggest that people who 
study abilities and those who study expertise are really 
talking about the same thing. What we are measuring 
when we administer a Wechsler Intelligence Scale for 
Children (WISC) or an Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) 
or an SAT are the same. They are not different in kind 
but only in the point at which we are measuring them.

In th e Eye o f the B eholder
When we give an achievement test, we accept the idea 
that we are testing a form of expertise, but this is 
equally true when we administer an IQ test. What dif
fers is the level of expertise we measure and, probably 
more important, the way we perceive what we are 
measuring. The familiar IQ/ability model creates a cer
tain expectation: that one kind of accomplishment (IQ 
test scores) will predict—and, in fact, lead to—another 
kind of accomplishment (grades or scores on achieve
ment tests). And of course we also use different words 
to describe the two kinds of accomplishment.

But this way of looking at the two kinds of test 
scores is a familiar convenience rather than a psycho
logical reality. Solving problems on a verbal-analogies 
test or a test of mathematical problem solving, which 
are supposed to test a child’s abilities, calls for exper
tise just the way so-called achievement tests do: You 
can’t do well on these so-called tests of ability without 
knowing the vocabulary or having some familiarity 
with problem-solving techniques. The chief difference 
between ability and achievement tests is not what they 
measure but the point at which they measure it. IQ 
and other tests of ability are, typically, administered 
early in a child’s school career, whereas various indica
tions about school performance, such as grades or 
achievement test scores, are collected later. However, 
all of the various kinds of assessments are of the same 
kind, psychologically. They all test—to some extent— 
what you know and how well you can use it. What dis
tinguishes ability tests from the other kinds of assess
ments is how the ability tests are used (usually, predic- 
tively), rather than what they measure. There is no 
qualitative distinction.

But if the distinction between what these tests mea
sure does not exist, how do we come to make it? The
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answer is a complicated story, but the principal reason 
is historical accident. Briefly, the two kinds of testing 
w ere developed separately and used on different 
groups of people. IQ/ability testing, which originated 
in Alfred Binet’s testing of young children, focused on 
exceptionally low levels of performance and came to 
be viewed primarily as predictive. Early studies of ex
pertise were done with adults. They focused on excep
tionally high levels of performance and came to be 
viewed as measures of achievement.

The Traditional M odel
According to the traditional model of fixed individual 
differences, the capabilities that a child inherits inter
act with the child’s environment to produce, at an 
early age, a relatively fixed potential for achievement. 
Children fulfill this potential to a greater or lesser de
gree. Thus, if a child who scores well on ability tests 
does well in school, we say he is living up to his poten
tial. If, as sometimes happens, his achievement does 
not match his test scores, we call him an under
achiever—or if the kid confounds expectations by 
working hard and doing well, he gets the label of over
achiever. Ironically, ability test scores are considered a 
better indicator of what a child can achieve (or should 
achieve) than what the child actually does. A test of 
verbal analogies, in this view, might actually tell us 
more about a person’s verbal abilities than the per
son’s comprehension of the reading he or she does in 
everyday life; or a test of mathematical problem-solv- 
ing skills might be viewed as more informative than 
the mathematical problem solving the person does on 
the job.

According to this model, the more intelligent stu
dents (that is, the ones with higher IQs) do better in 
school. As a result, they are likely to attend selective 
colleges, go on to professional schools, and eventually 
get well-paying jobs and enjoy other forms of success. 
The less intelligent do worse in school and may drop 
out. At best, they probably have to be satisfied with 
low-status credentials that reflect hard work rather 
than ability, and their role in the labor market is to fill 
the jobs that the more intelligent people don’t want to 
do.

This is the view Richard Herrnstein and Charles 
Murray present in The Bell Curve (1994), and as peo
ple who have read the book will remember, it assigns 
African Americans as a group to the status of an under
class, based on the average “potential” of group mem
bers displayed in IQ and other ability tests. Herrnstein 
and Murray’s use of the traditional model has occa
sioned a great deal of controversy. However, the view 
of IQ as fixed and determinant is, unfortunately, con
sistent with many current educational practices and 
common views about intellectual competence.

D eveloping E xpertise
The idea that abilities are a form of developing exper
tise offers a more flexible and optimistic view of 
human capabilities, and one that is more in line with 
what we are discovering about human intelligence. 
Children become experts in the skills needed for suc
cess on ability tests in much the same ways that they

become experts in doing anything else—through a 
combination of genetic endowment and experience 
(Ericsson, 1996). To do well on a test, a child needs to 
acquire, store, and learn how to use at least two kinds 
of knowledge: explicit knowledge of a domain and im
plicit or tacit knowledge of a field. Knowledge of a do
main is subject-matter knowledge: In American his
tory, for example, it would be the facts, trends, and 
major ideas about the political, economic, and social 
development of our country. Implicit knowledge is the 
kind of knowledge one needs to be successful in a 
field but which is not part of the subject matter and 
often is not even talked about. For example, in Ameri
can history, the role of the Federalist Papers in the 
shaping of the U.S. Constitution would be explicit 
knowledge; how to use the library or Internet to re
search an essay about the Federalist Papers and how to 
take and organize notes and carry the paper through 
successive drafts to completion would be implicit 
knowledge.

Tests measure both explicit and implicit knowledge: 
knowledge of the subject matter and knowledge about 
how to take a test. This is as true of ability tests as it is 
of achievement tests. A verbal-analogies test, for exam
ple, measures explicit knowledge of vocabulary and a 
student’s ability to reason with this knowledge, but the 
test also measures implicit knowledge of how to take a 
test. Thus, the student has to work within certain time 
limits and choose the best answer from a list of an
swers no one of which is exactly right.

To translate the gaining of expertise on test-taking 
into procedural terms, students need

■ direct instruction in how to solve test-like prob
lems—usually this takes place in school;

■ practice in solving such problems, again usually in 
academic contexts;

■ an opportunity to watch others, such as teachers 
or other students, solve test-like problems;

■ practice thinking about such problems, sometimes 
mentally simulating what to do when confronting 
them;

■ rewards for successful solutions (good grades, 
praise from teachers, other kinds of recognition), 
thereby reinforcing such behavior.

The difference between Billy’s score of 121 and 
Jimmy’s 94 also reflects a number of personal and cul
tural factors, and they do not all pertain to what we 
usually consider expertise. For example, the two boys 
may possess different degrees of “test-wiseness,” that 
is, understanding the tricks of taking tests (Millman, 
Bishop, and Ebel, 1965; Bond and Harman, 1994). 
They may feel differing levels of anxiety and/or alert
ness on the day they are tested, and this would proba
bly show itself in their scores. Cultural differences be
tween them may lead to different attitudes about the 
importance of doing well on a test, particularly one 
that clearly does not “count.” Most important of all, the 
boys may be at different levels of developing expertise 
in the skills that the test measures.

Individual D ifferences
But saying that IQ tests and other assessments of abil
ity are testing the same thing as achievement tests and
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that the expertise revealed is not fixed should not be 
taken to mean that everybody has the same intellectual 
capacity. The difference in expertise that Billy and 
Jimmy reveal on their IQ tests may indicate an underly
ing difference in their capacities. However, IQ tests do 
not directly measure these differences and neither do 
any of the other ways in which we currently seek to 
measure ability (see, for example, Vygotsky, 1978). In
dividual differences in developing expertise result in 
much the same way as in most kinds of learning: from 
(a) the rate of learning (which can be caused by the 
amount of direct instruction received, the amount of 
problem solving done, the amount of time and effort 
spent in thinking about problems, and so on); and 
from (b) the asymptote of learning—that is, the limit 
set by ability to what a student can ultimately achieve, 
given unlimited training. This limit, or asymptote, can 
be caused by differences in numbers of schemas—the 
networks of information on various subjects stored in 
our mem ories—the organization of schemas, effi
ciency in using schemas, and so on (see Atkinson, 
Bower, and Crothers, 1965). For example, children can 
learn how to solve the various kinds of mathematical 
problems found in tests of mathematical abilities, 
whether through regular schooling, a special course, 
or through assimilation of everyday experience. When 
they learn, they will learn at different rates, and reach 
different asymptotes. Ultimately the differences repre
sent genetic and environmental factors that are inter
acting in ways that we cannot now measure.

Various K inds o f  E xpertise
As I’ve already noted, the so-called ability tests typi
cally come earlier in a student’s school career than the 
various types of achievement tests, but what IQ tests 
measure is not psychologically prior. Achievement 
tests might just as well be used to predict scores on 
ability tests—and sometimes they are, as for instance, 
when school officials try to predict a student’s college 
admissions test scores on the basis of the student’s 
grades. When we look at the test of abilities as though 
they are psychologically prior, we are confusing the 
order in which students usually take these tests with 
some kind of psychological ordering. But in fact, our 
temporal ordering implies no psychological ordering 
at all. The recen t change in the m eaning of the 
acronym SAT (from Scholastic Aptitude Test to Scholas
tic Assessment Test) reflects the recognition that what 
was called an aptitude test measures more than just 
“aptitude”—indeed, it hints at the interchangeability of 
the two kinds of tests. Nevertheless, the SAT is still 
widely used as an ability test, and the SAT-II, which 
more directly measures subject-matter knowledge, as a 
set of achievement tests.

Tests that claim to measure ability through questions 
employing vocabulary, reading comprehension, verbal 
analogies, arithmetic problem solving, and the like are 
all, in part, tests of achievement. Even abstract-reason- 
ing tests measure achievement in dealing with geomet
ric symbols, which is a skill taught in Western schools 
(Laboratory of Comparative Human Cognition, 1982). 
Indeed, if we examine the content of ability tests, it is 
clear that they measure achievement that the students
Sp r in g  1 9 9 9

taking the test should have accomplished several years 
back. We could just as well use academic performance 
to predict ability-test scores. The problem with the tra
ditional model is not that it proposes a correlation be
tween ability tests and other forms of achievement. 
That undoubtedly exists. It is rather the traditional 
model’s proposing that the capacities measured by the 
tests cause later success—or failure—instead of merely 
preceding it.

An Illusion  o f  Causality
The notion that success on ability tests predicts suc
cess in many other areas gains credibility from the fact 
that some of the skills or qualities that make people 
more expert at taking tests are also likely to make 
them successful in other aspects of life in our culture. 
Taking a test, say, of verbal or figural analogies, or of 
mathematical problem solving, typically requires skills 
such as (a) puzzling out what someone else wants 
(here, the person who wrote the test), (b) command 
of English vocabulary, (c) reading comprehension, (d) 
allocation of limited time, (e) sustained concentration, 
(f) abstract reasoning, (g) quick thinking, (h) symbol 
manipulation, and (i) suppression of anxiety and other 
emotions that can interfere with test performance. 
These skills are also part of what is required for suc
cessful performance in school and in many kinds of 
job performance. Thus, an expert test-taker is likely 
also to have skills that will be involved in other kinds 
of expertise as well, such as expertise in getting high 
grades in school.

To the extent that the expertise required for one 
kind of performance overlaps with the expertise re
quired for another kind of performance, there will be a 
correlation between performances. However, the ex
pertise that ability tests measure is not the cause of 
school or job expertise; it is itself an expertise that 
overlaps with school or job expertise. Differences in 
test scores, academic performance, and job perfor
mance are all effects of different levels of expertise.

The N ew M odel
The notion of developing expertise means that people 
are constantly in the process of developing expertise 
when they work within a given domain. Individuals 
can differ in rate and asymptote of development. How
ever, the main constraint in achieving expertise is not 
some fixed prior level of capacity, of the kind mea
sured by IQ tests. It is the degree to which students 
are purposefully engaged in working and teachers in 
helping them. This involves direct instruction, active 
participation, role modeling, and reward.

The model of developing expertise has five key ele
ments: metacognitive skills, learning skills, thinking 
skills, knowledge, and motivation. The elements all in
fluence one another, both directly and indirectly. For 
example, learning leads to knowledge, but knowledge 
facilitates further learning.

1. Metacognitive skills. Metacognitive skills refer to 
students’ understanding and control of their own 
learning. These skills would include what a student 

(Continued on page 50)
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From  Aptitu d e  
t o  Effort

A New Foundation 
for Our Schools

By  Lauren B. Resnick

TWO CHALLENGES face American education today: 
We must raise overall achievement levels, and we 

must make opportunities for achievement more equi
table. The importance of both derives from the same 
basic condition—our changing economy. Never before 
has the pool of developed skill and capability mattered 
more in our prospects for general economic health. 
And never before have skill and knowledge mattered 
as much in the economic prospects for individuals. 
There is no longer a welcoming place in low-skill, 
high-wage jobs for people who have not cultivated tal
ents appropriate to an information economy. The 
country, indeed each state and region, must press for a 
higher overall level of such cultivated talents. Other
wise, we can expect a continuation of the pattern of 
falling personal incomes and declining public services 
that has characterized the past twenty years.

The only way to achieve this higher level of skill and 
ability in the population at large is to make sure that all 
students, not just a privileged and select few, learn 
skills that our society requires. Equity and excellence, 
classically viewed as competing goals, must now be 
treated as a single aspiration.

To do this will require a profound transformation of 
our most basic assumptions about the conditions that 
enable people to learn. What we learn is a function 
both of our talents—our aptitude for particular kinds 
of learning—and of how hard we try—our effort. But 
what is the relationship between aptitude and effort?

Lauren B. Resnick is director o f the Learning Re
search and Development Center and  professor o f 
psychology a t the University o f Pittsburgh. This arti
cle first appeared in the Fall 1995 issue o f  Daedalus 
and is reprinted with permission.

Are they independent of each other, and, if so, which 
is more important? Do strengths in one compensate 
for weaknesses in the other? Or does one help to cre
ate the other?

Facing Up to Our Aptitude-O riented  
Education System
Historically, American education has wavered between 
the first and second of these possibilities, the indepen
dent and the compensatory. But it has never seriously 
considered the third possibility—that effort can create 
ability. Early in this century, we built an education sys
tem around the assumption that aptitude is paramount 
in learning and that it is largely hereditary. The system 
was oriented toward selection, distinguishing the natu
rally able from the less able and providing students 
with programs thought suitable to their talents. In 
other periods, most notably during the Great Society 
reforms, we worked on a compensatory principle, ar
guing that special effort, by an individual or an institu
tion, could make up for low aptitude. The third possi
bility—that effort actually creates ability, that people 
can become smart by working hard at the right kinds 
of learning tasks—has never been taken seriously in 
America or indeed in any European society, although it 
is the guiding assumption of education institutions in 
societies with a Confucian tradition.

Although the compensatory assumption is more re
cent in the history of American education, many of 
our tools and standard practices are inherited from 
the earlier period in which aptitude reigned supreme. 
As a result, our schools largely function as if we be
lieved that native ability is the primary determinant in 
learning, that the “bell curve” of intelligence is a natu-

1 4  A m er ic a n  E d u c a t o r Sp r in g  1 9 9 9

IL
LU

ST
RA

TE
D

 
BY

 J
OA

N 
W

EB
ER

: 
PH

O
TO

G
RA

PH
 

BY
 

DO
N 

IP
O

C
K





ral phenomenon that must necessarily be reproduced 
in all learning, that effort counts for little. Consider 
the following examples: (1) IQ tests or their surro
gates determine who will have access to the enriched 
programs for the “gifted and talented.” This curricu
lum is denied to students who are judged less capa
ble. (2) Our so-called achievement tests are normed to 
compare students with one another rather than with a 
standard of excellence, making it difficult to see the 
results of learning, and, in the process, actively dis
couraging effort: Students stay at about the same rela
tive percentile rank, even if they have learned a lot, so 
why should they try hard? (3) We group students, 
sometimes within classrooms, and provide de facto 
different curricula to different groups. As a result, 
some students never get the chance to study a high- 
demand, high-expectation curriculum. (4) College en
trance is heavily dependent on tests that have little to 
do w ith the curriculum  studied and that are de
signed—like IQ tests—to spread students out on a 
scale rather than to define what one is supposed to 
work at learning. (5) Remedial instruction is offered 
in “pullout” classes, so that students who need extra 
instruction miss some of the regular learning opportu
nities. (6) We expect teachers to grade on a curve. If 
every student gets an A or a B, we assume that stan
dards are too low. We seldom consider the possibility 
that the students may have worked hard and suc
ceeded in learning what was taught.

These are com m onplace, everyday, taken-for- 
granted features of the American educational land
scape. They are institutionalized expressions of a be
lief in the importance of aptitude. These practices are 
far more powerful than what we might say about ef
fort and aptitude. Their routine, largely unquestioned 
use continues to create evidence that confirms apti
tude-based thinking. Students do not try to break 
through the barrier of low expectations because 
they, like their teachers and parents, accept the judg
ment that aptitude matters most and that they do not 
have the right kinds of aptitude. Not surprisingly, 
their performance remains low. Children who have 
not been taught a demanding, challenging, thinking 
curriculum do not do well on tests of reasoning or 
problem solving, confirming our original suspicions 
that they did not have the talent for that kind of 
thinking. The system is a self-sustaining one in which 
hidden assumptions are continually reinforced by the 
inevitable results of practices that are based on those 
assumptions.

O rganizing for Effort
It is not necessary to continue this way. Aptitude is not 
the only possible basis for organizing schools. Educa
tional institutions could be built around the alternative 
assumption that effort actually creates ability. Our edu
cation system could be designed primarily to foster ef
fort. What would such a system look like? How might 
it work? There are five essential features of an effort- 
oriented education system: (1) clear expectations for 
achievement, well understood by everyone, (2) fair 
and credible evaluations of achievement, (3) celebra
tion and payoff for success, (4) as much time as is nec

essary to meet learning expectations, and (5) expert 
instruction. Let us consider each of these features and 
what the implications may be.

1. Clear expectations. Achievement standards—pub
licly announced and meant for everyone—are the es
sential foundation of an equitable, effort-oriented edu
cation system. If students are to work hard, they need 
to know what they are aiming for. They need not only 
to try hard, but also to point their efforts in a particu
lar direction. To direct their efforts, students need to 
know what they are trying to learn, what the criteria 
of “good” performance are. Artists building a portfolio 
of work engage in a continuous process of self-evalua
tion—aided, when they are fortunate, by friendly but 
critical teachers and peers. If clear standards of 
achievement existed, elementary and secondary stu
dents could work that way, too, building portfolios of 
work that they continually evaluate, eventually submit
ting their best work for external “jurying” to see 
whether it meets the standards they have been work
ing toward.

An equitable standards system must not just make 
the goals clear but must also set the same expecta
tions for all students. In the absence of publicly de
fined standards, our inherited assumptions about ap
titude lead us to hold out lower expectations for 
some children than for others. We will go on doing 
this as long as official standards of achievement do 
not exist. The best remedy, the equitable solution, is 
to set clear, public standards that establish very high 
minimum expectations for everyone, providing a 
solid foundation for effort by students and teachers 
alike.

2. Fair and credible evaluations. If I am to put out 
serious effort, I need to know that I will be evaluated 
fairly, and that those evaluations will be honored and 
respected. But there is more to fairness than the sim
ple absence of bias in tests and examinations: Fair eval
uations are also transparent. Students know their con
tent in advance; they can systematically and effectively 
study for such an evaluation. In America today, stu
dents rarely have the experience of studying hard to 
pass an examination that they know counts in the 
world and for which they have been systematically 
prepared by teachers who themselves understand 
what is to be examined.

Local tests and exams, usually made up by teachers 
and administered at the end of teaching units or mark
ing periods, may appear to contradict my claim. Stu
dents can study for those, and they are clearly related 
to the taught curriculum. But, especially for students 
from poor schools, those tests do not really “count.” 
They are not credible to the world at large. It is under
stood that an A or a B in an inner-city school does not 
equal the same grade in an upscale suburban or pri
vate school.

A credible evaluation system, one that will evoke 
sustained effort by students and teachers throughout 
the system, must evaluate students from all kinds of 
schools against the same criteria. It must include 
some externally set exams graded by people other 
than the students’ own teachers, along with an exter
nal quality control of grades based on classwork (as in
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an audited portfolio grading system, for example). 
Neither of these is a new idea. Some version of exter
nal exams and audited class work is used in virtually 
every country except ours as the basis for diplomas, 
university entrance, and employment. Joined with the 
other elements of an effort-oriented system, this kind 
of evaluation system constitutes a strategy for optimiz
ing both equity and excellence in our schools.

3. Celebration and the p a yo ff fo r  success. Hard 
work and real achievement deserve celebration. And 
celebration encourages future effort. An education 
system that actively tries to promote effort will make 
sure that its schools organize visible, im portant 
events highlighting the work students are doing and 
pointing clearly to achievements that meet the pub
licly established standards of quality. There are many 
options for organizing celebrations. School-commu
nity nights can becom e occasions for displaying 
work, organizing exhibitions, and putting on perfor
mances. Local newspapers and radio and television 
stations can be recruited to publish exemplary stu
dent work or otherwise mark achievements. Commu
nity organizations can be asked to participate. It is 
critical that these celebrations include people who 
matter to the students, and that what is celebrated is 
work that meets or is clearly en route to meeting the 
established standards.

For older students, celebration alone may no longer 
be enough to sustain effort. Adolescents are increas
ingly concerned with finding their way into adult 
roles. They will want to see connections between 
what they are accomplishing in school and the kinds 
of opportunities that will become available to them 
when they leave school. This is why many today advo
cate some kind of high school credential that is based 
on specific achievements and that is honored for en
trance into both college and work. Celebration cou
pled with payoff will keep the effort flowing; achieve
ment will rise accordingly.

4. Time and results—inverting the relationship. 
Schools today provide roughly equal instructional time 
to all students: a certain number of hours per day, days 
per year, and years of schooling. As much instruction 
and learning as can be fitted into that time is offered. 
Then, at the end of the prescribed period of study, 
some kind of evaluation takes place. The spread of re
sults confirms the assumptions about aptitude of 
American schooling.

What if, instead of holding time fixed and allowing 
results to vary, we did the opposite: set an absolute 
standard of expectation and allowed time (and the 
other resources that go w ith it) to vary? That ar
rangement would recognize that some students need 
more time and support than others but would not 
change expectations according to an initial starting 
point. Everyone would be held to the same high 
minimum. Effort could really pay because all stu
dents would know that they would have the learning 
opportunities they need to meet the standards.

Allowing time to vary does not have to mean having 
young people remain indefinitely in school, repeating 
the same programs at which they failed the year be
fore. We already know that this kind of additional time

produces very little. Instead, schools and associated 
institutions would need to offer extra learning oppor
tunities early on. For example, pullout instruction 
could be replaced with enriched, standards-oriented 
after-school, w eekend , and sum m er program s. 
Churches, settlement houses, Scouts, 4-H clubs, and 
other youth service organizations could be asked to 
join with the schools in providing such programs. A 
results-oriented system of this kind would bring to all 
American children the benefits that some now receive 
in programs organized by their parents and paid for 
privately

5. The right to expert instruction. I have been argu
ing that we ought to create the right to as much in
struction as each child needs. That is what the time-re- 
sults inversion is about. But an equitable system re
quires more than that. It requires expert instruction 
for all children. We are far from providing that. With 
notable exceptions, the best teachers, and, therefore, 
the best instruction, gravitate to the schools that teach 
children with the fewest educational problems. Chil
dren who start out with the greatest need for expert 
instruction are the ones least likely to get it.

That will not do. An effort-oriented system that sets 
high expectations for all will create a demand—in
deed, a right—to expert instruction. To fulfill that de
mand, it will be necessary to create enhanced instruc
tional expertise up and down the teaching force, so 
that there is enough expert instruction to go around. 
This means that new forms of professional develop
ment, for teachers now in the force as well as for those 
preparing to enter the field, are an essential ingredient 
of the standards and effort revolution.

From  Effort to A bility
My proposal is, in some respects, a radical one. The 
effort-oriented education that I am calling for—a sys
tem in which everyone in the schools knows what 
they are working toward, in w hich they can see 
clearly how they are doing, and in which effort is 
recognized in ways that people value—is based on 
assumptions about the nature of human ability that 
are very different from those that predominate today. 
But in other respects, my proposal is a practical and 
feasible one. It calls for a return in institutional prac
tice to values that most Americans subscribe to: ef
fort, fair play, the chance to keep trying. Most of the 
elements of the proposal—standards, exams, cele
brations of achievement, extended time for those 
who want to meet a higher standard, expert instruc
tion, and professional developm ent—already exist 
somewhere in our educational practice. These ele
ments need to be brought together in a few major 
demonstrations that show the possibilities of effort- 
oriented practices. Just as aptitude-oriented prac
tices have created evidence that confirms our as
sumptions about aptitude, so a few effort-oriented 
demonstrations can begin to create evidence of the 
power of effort to create ability. As evidence accu
mulates, beliefs will begin to change, and we can, 
perhaps, look forward to education in America that 
is equitable in the deepest sense of the word be
cause it creates ability everywhere.
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C alifornia’s 
C harter Schools

Promises vs. Performance

By  A my  Stuart W ells

IN THE winter of 1996, a research associate and I 
drove north from Los Angeles, through the vast and 

fertile San Joaquin Valley, to Sacramento. We were em
barking on a new study of charter school reform in 
California. The second state in the country to pass 
charter school legislation, California had more stu
dents enrolled in charters than any other state. The 
California charter school legislation had gone into ef
fect in early 1993- We proposed to evaluate some of 
the most prominent claims and assumptions about 
charter school reform in light of the day-to-day experi
ences of educators, parents, and students in charter 
schools and nearby public schools.

On the trip to Sacramento, we interviewed eighteen 
state policy makers, including state legislators, legisla
tive aides, and state department of education officials, 
about what they assumed charter school reform could 
accomplish. During the next two-and-a-half years, nine 
research associates' and I traveled thousands of Califor
nia miles conducting case studies of seventeen charter 
schools in ten school districts across the state. We sam
pled for diversity at both the district and school levels 
in order to capture the range of experiences within 
this reform movement. Data collection consisted of 
more than 450 semi-structured interviews with district 
officials, charter school founders, leaders, teachers, 
parents, governance council members, and commu
nity supporters, as well as educators at nearby public 
schools. We also observed district and charter school 
meetings and classes, and we collected hundreds of 
district and charter school documents.

As a result, we came to a clearer understanding of 
the complicated—and often contradictory—nature of

'Research  assoc ia tes  are L ig ia  A rtiles, S ibyll 
Carnochan, Camille Wilson Cooper, Cynthia Grutzik, 
Jennifer Jettison, Alejandra Lopez, Janette Scott, Julie 
Slayton, and Ash Vasudeva.

charter school reform in California. We also became 
skeptical about a num ber of the claims that have 
driven this reform in California and across the nation. 
Thus, while we saw many vibrant institutions with 
happy educators, students, and parents, the charter 
schools we studied were not, for the most part, the 
highly autonomous, accountable, and efficient schools 
of choice promised by supporters. And we saw little 
sign that these schools would drive productive compe
tition and innovation throughout the educational sys
tem—another important claim of the people who had 
campaigned for charter school reform.

The final report from our study Beyond the Rhetoric 
o f Charter School Reform describes in detail the six 
major claims put forth by charter school proponents 
about what this reform will accomplish. The report 
also presents the fifteen major findings from our study 
each of which speaks to one of the six claims or as
sumptions. In this article, I highlight four of these as
sumptions and some of the findings from our study 
that relate to them.

Accountability: 
To W hom  and for What?
The accountability promised by charter school advo
cates is typically put in terms of student achievement. 
The claim is that these schools will do a better job of 
improving students’ academic performance than pub
lic schools because they will be more accountable. If a 
charter school doesn’t live up to commonly agreed-on 
standards or outcomes, it can be shut down—it’s that 
simple. (Kolderie, 1992; Finn, Manno, Bierlein, and 
Vanourek, 1997; Hassel, 1996; Millot, 1996).

Yet, we learned from our study that “accountability,” 
in the sense of agreed-on and narrowly defined student 
outcomes that charter schools would be responsible 
for meeting, was not consistent with the way most
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Key Aspects of the California 
Charter Law
■ Charters are granted through local school dis
tricts for a period of five years; denied applicants 
can appeal to their county board of education and 
the state board of education.
■ Both existing schools and new start-up schools 
can apply to become charter schools. The former 
are known as “conversion schools.”
■ Private schools are not allowed to convert into 
publicly funded charter schools.
■ The cap on the number of charters has been 
raised to 250 schools for the 1998-99 school year 
and 100 new schools per year after that.
■ Charter schools are allowed to have admissions 
criteria. Charter schools are supposed to reflect 
the racial make-up of their school district.
■ Under the original law, charter school teachers 
were not required to be certified; after the 1998 
amendments, charter school teachers who teach 
core classes must be credentialed.

charter school founders thought about their goals— 
and was, for many reasons, not even practicable. One 
of the central goals of charter school founders is to es
cape an educational system that they perceive as 
overly prescriptive (see Rothstein, 1998). When we 
asked charter school founders and operators about 
how they wanted to use the autonomy promised by 
the reform, their responses varied greatly. However, 
they generally fit into one of three large themes: Some 
wanted to establish a school with a specific curricular 
focus; some wanted to create a safer school environ
ment; and some wanted more flexibility in how they 
used public funds. None of these responses relates to 
accountability in terms of agreed-on standards for stu
dent achievement to which schools will be held, and 
in some cases, they contradict the concept of account
ability as it is often described in the policy world.

Clearly, the value of these alternatives could not be 
accurately measured by state assessments or by any 
other common measure of student achievement; in 
fact, there is no one standard to w hich all these 
schools can be held accountable because they are 
using different means to accomplish different ends. 
But even if accountability were to be defined by stu-

A my Stuart Wells is an associate professor o f educa
tional policy in the Graduate School o f Education and  
Information Sciences, University o f California, Los An
geles. She is also the principal investigator fo r  the 
UCLA Charter School Study, which is jointly funded by 
the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Ford Foundation, 
and the Spencer Foundation. For a copy o f the fina l re
port, Beyond the Rhetoric of Charter School Reform, 
send an e-mail message to charter@gseis.ucla.edu or 
call (310) 825-9903 or visit the study’s web site (at 
www.gseis. ucla. edu/docs/charter.odf).

dent achievement, it would be difficult to establish, in 
part because the California state assessment system 
has changed three times since the charter school law 
passed but also because no baseline data on students 
entering charter schools were collected. Furthermore, 
some school boards find themselves under intense 
pressure to renew charters for schools that have gar
nered a lot of political support from their local com
munities or state charter advocates, regardless of the 
student outcomes the schools have shown.

Another problem regarding accountability is the 
confusion about to whom  these schools are account
able. The local school board, as the chartering agency, 
and ultimately, the taxpayers are the obvious answers; 
but some proponents of charter reform talk about 
“market” accountability, which means that charter 
schools’ primary responsibility is to the needs and de
mands of parents who can simply “vote with their 
feet” and leave the schools.

The issue of accountability can be further muddied 
by the chartering document itself, which serves as a 
formal agreement between the charter school and the 
granting agency. In theory, this agreement spells out 
the goals, purposes, and desired student outcomes of 
the charter. In reality, however, these outcomes are fre
quently ill-defined. Thus, local school boards in Califor
nia are often put in the difficult position of holding 
charter schools accountable for elusive goals at a time 
when state and district assessment systems have been 
in flux and, therefore, cannot offer any objective mea
sure of student achievement. As a result, school board 
members have tended to feel more comfortable hold
ing charter schools fiscally responsible than academi
cally accountable. Indeed, three out of the four charter 
schools that had been closed in the ten districts we 
studied were shut down for fiscal reasons.

Thus, although the claim that charter schools will be 
more accountable than public schools seems relatively 
straightforward, a look below the surface reveals that 
there has been no consensus about what these schools 
will be accountable for or to whom.

Autonom y: 
H ow  M any D egrees o f  Separation?
We also examined the claim that charter schools, be
cause they are independent from what is often called 
“the public school bureaucracy,” will empower educa
tors to better serve students. In fact, the range of au
tonomy varies tremendously from one district to the 
next and, even within a single district, from one char
ter school to the next. Some charter schools have no 
more autonomy than nearby site-based management 
schools; others are separately funded and operate al
most as their own school districts. In between these 
two extremes are large numbers of schools where the 
degree of autonomy varies according to what aspect of 
their operations one looks at. The reality is that, al
though some charter schools want to be autonomous 
and independent, when trouble, questions, or contro
versy erupts, the charter schools often fall back on the 
district’s bureaucracy for help.

Despite this variation in the degree of autonomy 
that charter schools enjoy, we found teachers’ satisfac
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tion with their jobs to be very 
high for the most part. They 
especially enjoy the often 
small, intimate environments 
of ch a rte r schools. Still, 
some are becoming aware 
tha t teach ing  in small 
schools, as most charters 
are, can have costs. For ex
am ple, one teacher, w ho 
spoke enthusiastically about 
working in a small school in 
which staff have “a lot to say,” 
also noted a downside: “I t’s 
overwhelming sometimes be
cause there is so much that we 
all need to do above and beyond our 
teaching.”

Most charter school teachers are proud of their es
prit de corps and their commitment to these new 
schools, which they often say distinguish them from 
counterparts in more traditional settings. Interestingly, 
this difference has not, thus far, extended to teaching 
techniques. The vast majority said they have not 
changed the way they teach. Thus, while charter 
school teachers enjoy greater autonomy than most 
public school teachers, the freedom to do what they 
want in the classroom has apparently not changed the 
instructional core.

Efficiency: 
It W ill O nly Take You So Far
Another central claim put forth by charter school ad
vocates is that these schools, forced to do more with 
less money, will be more efficient in their use of funds 
than traditional public schools. And, in fact, California 
charter schools (like those in most states) do receive 
less public funding than regular public schools be
cause they are not eligible for capital funding. Thus, 
many are obliged to pay for their facilities out of the 
per-pupil operating funds (see Finn, Manno, and Bier- 
lein, 1996; and Kolderie, 1992). Furthermore, because 
charter school money in California is funneled through 
the districts, charter schools across, and even within, 
school districts receive different amounts of public 
funding, depending on their ability to negotiate with 
district administrators.

We also found that efficiency will only take you so 
far. Most charter schools, because they receive less 
public funding than regular public schools, tend to 
rely heavily on funds from private sources to survive. 
In some schools we studied, as much as 40 percent of 
their operating revenue came from private funds. And 
this reliance on private fundraising puts charter 
schools in poor communities, where wealthy donors 
are in short supply, at a distinct disadvantage (Scott 
andjellison, 1998).

In wealthier (and predominantly white) areas, char
ter schools are able to garner more community re
sources to enrich their programs.The fact that these 
schools probably also have parents who are well con
nected makes doing this especially easy. Charter 
schools in poor and predominantly minority communi

ties are often forced to pull in corporate support and 
facilities from outside the community. And 

this need to scrounge for money and 
resources can mean more re
sponsib ility  and a heavier 
w orkload for an already 
strapped staff. It also means 
that charter schools in poor 
communities are likely to be 

less stable financially and lack 
basic resources.
For example, when a governance 

board m em ber at a charter school 
with plenty of resources told us about the 

school’s abundance of computers and a busi
ness manager at another school reflected on its 

$400,000 budget surplus, we thought about other 
charter schools we had seen that were housed in facili
ties with no running water, heat, or adequate class
rooms for the students.

Finally, the success of well-financed schools in get
ting resources for their students could have important 
policy implications. It could fuel the flames for spend
ing less public money on education and ultimately en
courage the privatization of public education.

Choices: 
But W ho Makes Them?
Proponents of charter school reform also claim that 
these publicly funded schools provide greater educa
tional choice to disadvantaged groups who have tradi
tionally had the fewest choices in education (Hill, 
1996; Finn et al., 1997; and Nathan and Power, 1996). 
We learned, however, that while charter school reform 
provides some families with increased educational 
choices, in many cases the charter schools themselves 
have considerable control over who will become a 
part of their school communities. These schools, more 
than the parents, are choosing.

The process by which charter schools maintain con
trol over their enrollment begins with word-of-mouth 
recruitment efforts and the networks through which 
the schools are publicized and information is dissemi
nated. Charter schools have the flexibility to recruit 
from specific targeted communities based on geogra
phy, racial/ethnic composition, language proficiency, 
or “at-risk” characteristics. In fact, we found that few 
charter schools sent out districtwide brochures de
scribing their program, the way magnets and other 
schools of choice routinely do.

Admissions requirements and processes are another 
way in which charters are able to shape their student 
body, as traditional public schools seldom can. The 
California law allows charter schools to establish ad
missions criteria “if applicable,” and most of the char
ters in our study have done so. These criteria include 
specifying which students have priority (for example, 
siblings, children of staff, etc.) and which students 
(and parents) are a good “fit” with the school commu
nity (see Lopez et al., 1998).

Furthermore, about three-quarters of the charter 
schools in California require parents to sign a contract 

(Continued on page 24)
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Learning from California
By  F. H ow ard N elson

LTHOUGH MANY people 
have reservations about the 

charter school movement—in par
ticular, about how the laws were 
written and are being carried out 
in their state—they are unlikely to 
turn back the clock to the days 
when this popular reform was just 
an idea. However, there are things 
that can be done to make charter 
schools more accountable and to 
promote innovation and diversity. 
Here are a few suggestions for fix
ing some of the biggest problems 
in charter school law and practice.

A ccountability
1. Make state-level agencies play 
an important role in academic 
accountability. The UCLA study 
found that charter schools are sel
dom held accountable for aca
demic outcomes, in part because 
of the reluctance of local school 
boards to monitor charter schools. 
(See previous article.) Such reluc
tance is not surprising. Local 
school boards that authorize char
ters routinely feel that charter 
schools have been forced on them 
because of local political pres
sures. This makes it difficult for 
boards to deal objectively with ed
ucational accountability issues in 
these schools. State monitoring 
agencies are much more likely to 
be objective because they are free 
from local political influence. They 
also have a lot more experience in 
judging a charter school’s success 
than any local board is likely to 
have.
2. Adequately fu n d  and staff state 
charter school agencies. Educa
tional accountability could im
prove dramatically if state charter

F. Howard Nelson is a senior asso
ciate director in AFT’s research de
partment. He is the lead investiga
tor o f a consortium that is carry
ing out research on charter school 
finances fo r  the U.S. Department 
o f Education. The consortium’s 
first results will be released in late 
1999.
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school agencies were given the 
staff and resources, as well as the 
responsibility, to monitor charter 
schools. In addition to state testing 
results, this review could include 
curriculum, educational programs, 
and the compliance of schools 
with their own charter. Mas
sachusetts, one of the best-staffed 
states relative to the number of 
charter schools, has closed charter 
schools for educational reasons 
without the benefit of a fully im
plemented state testing program. 
The Massachusetts state office 
even hires groups to do profes
sional school inspections of char
ter schools.
3. Slow down the growth o f char
ter schools. Growth often outstrips 
a state’s ability to fund and staff ad
equate academic monitoring, and 
the problems are likely to begin be
fore a charter is even authorized. 
Without the time and resources, 
states cannot weed out proposals 
that are shaky or poorly designed. 
They are also likely to let slip by 
the slick packages that “cookie cut
ter” charter school companies put 
together for well-meaning commu
nity groups that don’t feel they 
have the time or expertise to go it 
alone. Chartering agencies, includ
ing school districts authorizing 
charter schools, need to gain some 
experience with a few charter 
schools before authorizing such 
schools in great numbers. Presi
dent Clinton’s goal of 3,000 by the 
year 2002—about 100 schools in 
each of the states with a charter 
school law—sacrifices educational 
accountability for the sake of 
growth.
4. Make applicants compete for  
charters. Competition is a basic 
principle of the charter school 
movement. Yet, many state charter 
school laws allow practically any 
person, organization, or company 
to get a charter. While the market
place may drive weak charter 
schools out of business because of 
low enrollment or fiscal problems, 
students in those schools suffer. 
Also, operators of failed charter 
schools often bilk the public trea

sury along the way. Competition 
for a limited number of charter 
school slots would clearly result in 
stronger, more sustainable charter 
schools.

Funding
1. Make the public funding  for  
charter schools fa ir  and ade
quate. Charter school opponents 
frequently seek to fund charter 
schools at a lower level than tradi
tional public schools. This strategy 
creates some undesirable fallout 
for students and teachers. For one 
thing, it seriously undermines the 
status of teachers in public as well 
as charter schools. Underfunding 
charter schools leads to low-paid, 
inexperienced teachers; and it fos
ters exemptions from teacher certi
fication requirements, teacher re
tirement plans, and collective bar
gaining. Even more important, 
many charter schools make up for 
low public funding through philan
thropic donations, which may 
come with ideological strings. De
pendence on private donations 
also has equity implications, a 
point that the UCLA report makes 
when it stresses the disproportion
ate share of private funding en
joyed by charter schools with stu
dents from middle-income families. 
Finally, inadequate public financing 
for start-up and facilities is partly 
responsible for the explosion of 
well-capitalized business-run char
ter schools in some states.
2. Insist that charter schools be 
funded  fo r  what they do. Certain 
groups of students—at-risk, low-in- 
come, low-achieving, bilingual, 
special education and high school 
students—cost more to educate 
than others cost. Charters should 
receive the same per-pupil funding 
for these students as a district 
school would. Minnesota, Florida, 
the District of Columbia, and some 
other states provide significantly 
more funding for difficult-to-edu- 
cate children. Some states like Mas
sachusetts, however, base charter 
school funding on school district 
averages that include special edu
cation programs for at-risk children
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whether or not the charter schools 
have high-cost students.
3. Require fu ll disclosure o f pri
vate gift giving. In most states, the 
nonprofit sponsor of the charter 
school can receive gifts on its own 
and hide the privately raised re
sources from the financial account
ing for public funds. This can lead 
to the situation described in the 
UCLA report, in which some 
schools (those with wealthy 
donors) are much better financed 
than schools that need to get along 
mostly on state funding. At least, 
states should follow Massachusetts’ 
lead and make the comparative fis
cal position of charter schools 
clear by requiring full disclosure of 
private gift giving.
4. Publicly fu n d  state technical as
sistance centers. In addition to 
agencies that grant and/or monitor 
charter schools, most states have 
technical assistance centers funded 
by a combination of federal, state, 
and philanthropic funds. (Some are 
already operating, with private 
funding, in states that do not yet 
have charter school laws.) These 
centers help applicants write char
ter school proposals and assist 
with start-up and routine opera
tions. If the technical assistance 
centers do not get adequate public 
funding, philanthropic funders 
with a specific ideological perspec
tive are oftentimes only too willing 
to step in. Technical assistance 
functions should be kept separate 
from monitoring functions.

C hoice and Student 
C haracteristics
1. Recognize that charter schools 
should not necessarily reflect the 
demographic characteristics o f 
the host school district. The UCLA 
researchers found that many char
ter schools exercise considerable 
control over the types of students 
they serve and that charter schools 
seldom reflect the racial/ethnic 
make-up of their host school dis
trict. Given the rhetoric about 
charter schools as an instrument of 
equity, this is an important point.

However, it is also important not 
to demean either the many charter 
schools that serve at-risk youth or 
those that embody the powerful 
commitment of minority communi
ties to education and self-determi- 
nation. Furthermore, as charter 
schools mature, the enforcement 
of special education laws and fair 
admissions is improving.

Innovation  and  
E m pow erm ent
1. Insist that charter schools pro
mote innovation. Charter schools 
are supposed to give people a 
chance to try out innovative prac
tices that would not be possible in 
traditional public schools, and that 
promise is at the heart of the char
ter school movement. Without it, 
the movement is just privatization 
by a different name. UCLA re
searchers point out that the vast 
majority of charter school teachers 
still use conventional instructional 
techniques, the ones commonly 
found in regular public schools.
The real danger, however, is that 
innovation will no longer be a prin
cipal objective of charter schools. 
In many states, charter schools do 
not have to promise innovation— 
providing a choice or alternative is 
enough. Other states put a pre
mium on programs that work— 
which can be found in public 
schools, too—rather than placing 
emphasis on innovation.

2. Require innovation and auton
omy hi business-run schools. The 
innovation problem is particularly 
acute with business-run charter 
schools. Sometimes described as 
‘‘chain,” “cookie cutter,” or “fran
chise” schools, these for-profit 
schools oftentimes enroll more 
than 1,000 students, with class 
sizes no different from public 
schools. Instructional programs— 
the same ones commonly found in 
traditional public schools—are 
standardized across all schools run 
by the business. Neither parents, 
community groups, nor teachers 
are empowered; nor is there room 
for innovation. Business could play

an innovative role by freeing edu
cators from some aspects of run
ning a school—like financial paper
work and the paperwork required 
to comply with government pro
grams—so that they can concen
trate on children. Several small 
businesses already provide such 
services to dozens of charter 
schools. Of course these firms also 
need to be monitored and super
vised to protect charter schools.

3. Empower charter school teach
ers. Like innovation, teacher auton
omy and empowerment are focal 
points of the charter school con
cept that have been lost. The origi
nal charter school idea envisioned 
groups of teachers—freed from ad
ministrative interference—starting 
charter schools to experiment with 
new ideas. Several states encour
aged professionalism by requiring 
certification and membership in 
teacher retirement systems. Be
cause teachers could easily move 
between the two types of schools, 
it was easy to imagine innovations 
spreading as well. And even today, 
Minnesota requires that teachers 
be on charter school governing 
boards, and career educators are a 
big part of the charter school 
movement in that state. However, 
a very different profile of charter 
school teachers is emerging in 
most places. In return for smaller 
classes and collegial working con
ditions, young, inexperienced 
charter school teachers sacrifice 
pay and benefits. But these young 
teachers often sink under the enor
mous demands on their time, and 
they are likely to find charter 
school administrators too dictato
rial. As a result, teacher turnover is 
very high in charter schools. At 
this point, the chasm between tra
ditional public school teachers and 
charter school teachers may be too 
wide to bridge. Nevertheless, the 
public school teachers need to 
support charter school laws that 
give teachers a powerful voice in 
how their schools are run, as well 
as the economic benefits and secu
rity necessary to allow career 
teachers to work in both sectors. D
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(Continued from  page 21)
(SRI, 1997). The scope of these contracts varies, al
though about 40 percent specify that parents must 
be involved at the school in various capacities 
for a certain number of hours per month or 
per year. Some charter schools also re
quire students to sign contracts re
garding appropriate behavior.

Charter school founders, educa
tors, and parents at these schools 
frequently mention these contracts 
and the control they provide in 
terms of who attends and who is 
asked to leave as one of the main 
benefits of charter reform. Here is 
how one parent at a charter school in 
our study described the benefit of par
ent contracts:

Every single parent is accountable, 
along with their child. We sign con
tracts, and because the parent knows the 
child is accountable, and the child knows the 
parent is accountable, you have a lot better team 
work. And you just have a much better cooperative at
mosphere in your school.

Obviously, the contracts, like the criterion of “fit,” are 
more likely to discourage certain groups than oth
ers—single parents, parents working long hours or at 
more than one job, and those whose jobs do not per
mit them to take time off from work—in other words, 
a disproportionate number of poor, minority parents.

Who has choice of charter schools is also shaped by 
the transportation provisions (very few school districts 
provide transportation to charter schools, and gener
ally only for students at converted public schools). 
And finally, there is the issue of the disciplinary re
quirements for students enrolled in charter schools 
and the expulsion practices employed. In most charter 
schools we studied, these tended to be more stringent 
than in regular public schools; indeed, in many of the 
schools, students could be asked to leave for disci
plinary or academic reasons.

The mechanisms that charter schools use to shape 
their school communities strongly affect who enrolls 
and who doesn’t. Thus, even when the charter school 
operators are seeking a racially diverse student body, the 
racial segregation of the local community coupled with 
the lack of transportation for students from other com
munities make it almost impossible to achieve this goal. 
California charter school legislation states that charter 
schools should reflect the racial make-up of their school 
districts. However, there seems to be little monitoring 
of this aspect of the law: In ten of the seventeen charter 
schools we studied, at least one racial or ethnic group 
was over- or under-represented by 15 percent or more 
in relation to its district’s racial make-up. In nine of 
these schools, the percentages were off by more than 
15 percent for two or more racial or ethnic groups. This 
finding should raise yet another set of accountability 
concerns with regard to charter schools. But perhaps 
more important than the racial/ethnic balance of the 
charter schools is the issue of whether they are able to 
attract the most involved parents to their schools and 
the effect this could have on the nearby public schools.

C onclusion
Over the last two-and-one-half years, 

those of us carrying out the UCLA 
Charter School Study learned 

that people who work in and 
send their children to charter 
schools tend to be highly com
mitted to these schools. And 
we saw charter schools that 
have accomplished a great 
deal, despite limited public 
funding. Yet, for all the im

pressive achievements of indi
vidual schools, w hen  we 

stepped back to consider the 
larger public implications of char
ter school reform in California, 
we became concerned.

For example, although “account
ability” was a rallying cry of those 

who lobbied for charter school reform, 
we found little evidence that charter 

schools are more accountable for student out
comes than the public school down the street—or that 
the reform is likely to lead in that direction. While 
charter schools were often more autonomous than reg
ular public schools, their degree of autonomy varied 
widely. Moreover, regardless of the degree of auton
omy charter schools achieved, people who taught 
there reported little change in what goes on in the 
classroom.

One could say that charter schools made more effi
cient use of the public money they received, but it 
would be more accurate to say that the extrem e 
scarcity of public funds meant that charter schools 
w ere obliged to supp lem en t them  from private 
sources. We saw how difficult it was for charter 
schools in low-income communities to acquire these 
additional resources. As a result, charter schools in 
well-off neighborhoods were more likely to have ade
quate resources than schools in poor neighborhoods. 
The illusion of efficiency that this creates could lead to 
diminished political support for public funding of edu
cation as a whole.

And despite claims that charter schools would in
crease choice for families who have generally had the 
least, we found that most schools were able to choose 
which children would attend.

Finally, we found a troubling lack of concern about 
whether the charter schools mirror the racial make-up 
of their districts, as the law requires. Most charter 
schools were not in compliance. And even when the 
charter school operators sought a racially diverse stu
dent body, the racial segregation of the local commu
nity, together with the fact that student transportation 
was not available in most cases, made it almost impos
sible to achieve this goal. Meanwhile there was almost 
no monitoring of this aspect of the law.

So far, California’s charter school reform is not liv
ing up to many of the major claims made by its sup
porters. Instead of improving the lot of children and 
communities currently served by the most troubled 

(Continued on page 52)
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Ed g ew o o d  
U n der  Siege

Vouchers Co?ne to a 
Texas School District

By  J eff M andell

££ ̂ TpHIS IS A terrible slap in the face for our teachers 
X and our community.” Karen Rodriguez, for six

teen years a teacher in the Edgewood Independent 
School District (E.I.S.D), San Antonio, Texas, and cur
rently president of the Edgewood Classroom Teachers’ 
Association, was describing the Horizon Scholarship 
program. The privately funded Horizon program pro
vides tuition vouchers to selected low-income students 
in San Antonio’s Edgewood district.

Horizon is the largest voucher effort to date of the 
Children’s Educational Opportunity Foundation of 
America (C.E.O), which boasts smaller voucher pro
grams in forty American cities. As C.E.O. sees it, pro
viding “parental choice” vouchers to students from 
low-income families, like most of those in Edgewood, 
is a first step in U.S. education reform. But Rodriguez, 
like many of her Edgewood colleagues and parents of 
Edgewood students, has a very different perspective.

Edgewood is one of the poorest school districts in 
the state. In principle, C.E.O.’s tuition voucher is avail
able to any E.I.S.D. student eligible for free or reduced- 
price school lunches; more than 13,000 of E.I.S.D.’s
14,000 students qualify. There is, however, a catch. 
Scholarships are awarded only to students who (1) 
meet the financial criteria, (2) live within district 
boundaries, and (3) are already admitted to a private 
school. Often, the effect of the third stipulation is to 
exclude potential students from scholarship eligibility.

In practice, private schools do not have the legal 
obligation, the willingness, or often even the capacity 
to accept certain students public schools must educate 
as a matter of both law and tradition. Students with 
special learning needs—due to dyslexia, emotional 
problems, attention-deficit disorder, physical disabili
ties, bilingual requirements—are not generally wel
comed at many San Antonio private schools. Some

Jeff Mandell is a graduate student at the University 
o f Texas a t Austin and a staff writer for the Texas Ob
server, where this article originally appeared.

schools lack the staff and equipment to care for special 
needs students; others simply do not accept students 
who require extra attention or who are not already 
performing at or above grade level. In other words, 
many students who would most benefit from special
ized attention are automatically excluded from the 
Horizon program—and will remain the responsibility 
of the public schools.

Ana Pinedo, for example, had scoured San Antonio 
for a private school that would accept her daughter, 
who is confined to a wheelchair and suffers additional 
medical problems. Pinedo’s daughter must attend a 
school staffed by a registered nurse. “I called all over 
San Antonio,” Pinedo explained, “and no one would 
take my daughter because they don’t have the special 
needs programs.” Pinedo herself had gone to private 
schools as a girl and had negative perceptions of 
E.I.S.D. But finding no alternative, she enrolled her 
daughter at Coronado-Escobar Elementary and says she 
has been pleasantly surprised: “I support this district 
100 percent. I see a lot of good, positive things going 
on here. I went to private school, but I really wish my 
parents had sent me here. I’m concerned about Edge
wood losing money, but somehow Edgewood will find 
a way. We know they will not back down from helping 
our kids, no matter what.”

C.E.O. San Antonio Program Director Teresa Treat 
dismisses concerns over special needs programs, not
ing that fourteen special needs students w ere ac
cepted into private schools and are receiving vouchers 
this year. (A total of 837 students are using vouchers.) 
According to Treat, no parents have notified C.E.O. 
that they were unable to find a school for their special 
needs child. But in fact, of the special needs students 
Treat cited, several receive therapy each afternoon for 
speech problems—at E.I.S.D. schools. The district re
ceives no tax money for the therapy it provides to stu
dents who attend private schools. By continuing to 
help those students, E.I.S.D. is in effect forced to subsi
dize C.E.O.’s private program—and divert funds from
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its own remaining students.
More dramatically, the district stands to lose more 

than $4.5 million in dedicated state funding for next 
year because of students lost to the Horizon program. 
(Another $2 million will be lost because two major 
housing projects in the district recently closed, forcing 
many tenants to relocate.) Voucher proponents re
spond that therefore Edgewood has that many fewer 
students to educate, but the district insists the situa
tion is not that simple: Edgewood must operate the 
same number of schools, run the same number of 
buses, maintain a central office staff, perpetuate the 
special needs programs students require, and also pro
vide services for some students who spend most of 
each day at private school.

Moreover, because the allocation of school funds is 
based upon the previous year’s attendance, even if 
every student currently accepting a voucher were to 
return to Edgewood next year, the district still would 
be funded for 1999-2000 based on the number of stu
dents enrolled right now. The expected shortfall is al
ready evidenced as the district has tried to prepare for 
the loss. Rodriguez admitted to feeling pinched in her 
supply budget this year. But Hoelscher Elementary 
principal Virginia Kinney insists that the funding 
crunch will not lead to fewer educational options for 
students: “I can’t ever see us consolidating programs 
because those have a direct impact on our students.” 
She added that Edgewood would go without new roofs 
or reduce staff before cutting back on student-cen- 
tered expenditures.

The funding loss will come at a crucial moment: im
mediately after the district finally acquired sufficient 
money to enhance and expand its educational pro
grams. Edgewood recently opened magnet programs 
in math and science and fine arts and established ad
vanced placement programs in its high schools. In ad
dition, the district’s scores on the Texas Assessment of 
Academic Skills (T.A.A.S.), the statewide standardized 
test by which the Texas Education Agency (T.E.A.) 
rates schools as “low-performing,” “acceptable,” “rec
ognized,” or “exemplary,” have risen dramatically. In 
the past five years, Edgewood has gone from having 
nine of its twenty-six schools declared “low perform
ing” by T.E.A. to having no low-performing schools 
and three campuses recognized for high student per
formance. Faced with dramatic state funding cuts, the 
district will be hard-pressed to sustain that progress.

W hether or not the schools can continue to im
prove with significantly less state funding is only one 
of the district’s structural problems. Edgewood, west 
of downtown San Antonio, is a relatively small district; 
Kelly Air Force Base occupies more than a third of its 
area. Edgewood’s population is more than 95 percent 
minority, and the annual per capita income is just over 
$5,000. Local property tax revenues are so low that 
more than 89 percent of the district’s per-student fund
ing comes from state and federal funds. (In contrast, 
San Antonio’s wealthiest district, Alamo Heights I.S.D., 
receives less than 3 percent of its funding from state 
and federal sources, and can still afford to send more 
than $1,300 per student to the state for mandated re
distribution to poorer districts.) The imminent closure 
of the air base is not likely to improve the situation.

“If we all get vouchers 
and send our kids to 
private schools, what 
will happen to the kids 
w ho are left?”

Even w ith the base operating, the district is the 
largest area employer. So the expected cutbacks will 
inevitably mean lost jobs—mostly in secretarial, custo
dial, food service, and other non-teacher positions— 
for students’ families. This is what Rodriguez means 
when she insists, “There are a lot of implications. This 
isn’t just about students going to private schools; it’s 
affecting a wide spectrum of the community.” Given 
that the second largest employer in the district is the 
H.E.B. grocery chain, the loss of those jobs can only 
exacerbate the cycle of poverty in Edgewood.

Edgewood’s poverty is very much an issue in the 
“scholarship” program—C.E.O. America’s president 
Fritz Steiger acknowledges that the district’s economic 
conditions were the primary reason for placing the 
Horizon program here. Yet according to many Edge
wood parents, their economic circumstances often
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render Horizon scholarships virtually useless. For ex
ample, to receive a scholarship, students must be eligi
ble for federal free or reduced-price lunch programs— 
but many private schools do not participate in the fed
eral programs. Working parents also note other hard
ships: the additional cost of books and/or uniforms; 
requirements to sell raffle tickets and/or participate in 
mandatory fundraisers; required parent “volunteer” 
hours; the necessity of private transport for students 
to and from schools often far from home. E.I.S.D. also 
provides supervised places for students before and 
after school. Asked about these issues, C.E.O.’s Treat 
responded, “Transportation has not been as big of an 
issue as we anticipated.”

Dolores Salinas’ greatest concern is more general 
and reflects her awareness of Edgewood families like 
that of Ana Pinedo. “If we all get vouchers and send 
our kids to private schools, then what will happen to 
the kids who are left?” Treat hardly paused to consider 
the question: “We hope that all schools, public or pri
vate, will improve if they need to. But our concern is 
not with Edgewood Independent School District. What 
happens to Edgewood is secondary for us.”

Presumably primary for C.E.O. is what happens to 
John Rhodes. Rhodes is a tall man with neat gray hair, 
penetrating blue eyes, and a raspy voice; you could 
easily mistake him for a golf pro. But Rhodes is a local 
suburban pastor, and founder of Family Faith Academy, 
one of two new private schools to open in Edgewood 
this year. Rhodes is a newcomer to the educational 
scene, and does not claim to be an expert educator. 
Rather, he finds himself at the Academy because of the 
coincidence of a parental request and the Horizon 
scholarships. When a parent in Rhodes’ congregation 
complained of not having a Christian school available 
to her, Rhodes began praying about the possibility of 
opening such a school, and “vouchers were a sign 
from the Lord to locate in Edgewood.”

The Family Faith Academy is located in a building

that used to be home to Chino’s Dugout—the last in a 
series of bars that formerly occupied the premises. 
Rhodes jokes about how glad the landlord was to see 
him. Inside, the school is light and airy, the freshly 
painted walls covered with drawings and Bible verses. 
The main room features study carrels along the 
perimeter, providing each student w ith a place to 
work, and a large table in the center for group interac
tion. Off to one side is a smaller room, brightly deco
rated with phonics wall charts, that serves as the class
room for the youngest students. Those youngest 
kids—currently there are five— learn to read through 
phonics and passages from the New Testament. The 
older kids (second grade and up) work on individual
ized curricula, setting goals for themselves each day in 
math, reading, social studies, science, and Bible. Their 
performance is judged by whether or not they meet 
those goals.

Rhodes and his two teenage sons (who are “home- 
schooled”—that is, they receive their education by 
helping at the Academy) work with the older students, 
less as teachers than as coaches. “It’s their education 
and their work,” Rhodes explained. “We’re here to 
coach them, to tailor the work for them, and to help 
them remove obstacles, but they have to take responsi
bility.”

It is exactly this talk of responsibility couched in ex
plicitly Christian ideology that drew Ilene and Albert 
Gonzalez to enroll their daughter Desiree at Family 
Faith. Albert spoke repeatedly of “one-on-one educa
tion,” but Ilene insisted, “My main concern is that De
siree loves the Lord and loves speaking of the Lord. It’s 
an added plus that she gets more attention here.” 
Asked about other private schools in San Antonio, the 
couple cited familiar concerns: book fees, uniform ex
penses, transportation problems.

Only a mile or so from Family Faith Academy, in the 
dilapidated Edgewood Square shopping center, sits an
other private Christian school that opened this year: 
the Edgewood School of Leadership. The School of 
Leadership (which had been “El Shadai New Hope 
Christian Academy” until it changed ownership in 
early February) is sandwiched between a beeper shop 
and a florist.

Jim Billman, the school’s principal, looks much 
more the businessman than John Rhodes and has 
much more of an educational background. Billman al
ready operates three schools in Galveston, has strong 

s curricular ideas, and believes firmly in standardized 
J  testing. Whereas Rhodes declared Family Faith to be a 
|  losing proposition financially, Billman left no doubt 

that his school is an investment, and one from which 
he expects to garner a return. At the moment, the 
school has only five students, but the storefront can

11 hold forty, and Billman anticipates being booked be- 
fore semester’s end. Like Rhodes, Billman spoke of an 

Bg individualized approach, pointing to the study carrels 
sj§ that he installed in the storefront. He echoed Rhodes’ 

savage attack on the whole-language system of reading 
instruction, affirmed the importance of phonics, and 
went on at length about the importance of teaching

11 morals. Billman’s schools use the widespread “School 
~ | of Tomorrow” Christian curriculum, and he shares 
@ i copies of those materials with Rhodes’ Academy.
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Billman believes his curriculum will “meet the need 
for more individual attention” and “fill in all the learn
ing gaps kids come in here with.” The school gives all 
new students diagnostic exams to identify their “gaps,” 
and the teaching stresses fundamentals. “We spend a 
lot more time on the basics—we demand mastery.” 
Billman has high expectations of what he can accom
plish: “We transform kids.”

As with students, so with schools. Billman dismisses 
the argum ent tha t private vouchers m ight harm 
E.I.S.D. and scoffs at the amount of money Edgewood 
spends “outside the classroom.” For him, that’s simply 
wasted money: “Our society decided bigger is better, 
but that’s just wrong.” Billman says his school will pro
vide leadership not just for students and families, but 
for the district as well. “Our hope and our prayer is 
that this voucher program causes a working coalition, 
where our success will help show Edgewood how to 
do better. They will hopefully emulate us.” Rhodes 
had a similarly dismissive, if more ethereal, take on 
the voucher controversy. Opponents, he said, “can be 
real mad at Leininger [Dr. James Leininger, major fun
der of the Horizon program] or whoever the bogey
man here is, but I’m telling you that God knows these 
kids are here, and He’s not for vouchers or for public 
schools—He’s for kids. And He’ll keep the parents ac
countable.”

Accountability is also important to Edgewood parent 
Frank Baledez. He sees no reason to flee public 
schools that he thinks are doing well: “The voucher is 
new, not proven, has no track record. There’s no docu
mentation that it’s better than public schools yet. Until 
there’s evidence that vouchers are better than what 
Edgewood’s offering, I’ll wait.” Baledez spoke while 
cutting out laminated illustrations for bulletin boards 
at Hoelscher Elementary. Across the district, Edge
wood parents volunteer so regularly and in such large 
numbers that every school has a large and well-utilized 
parent workroom.

Many of the volunteers are even fiercer in their de
fense of Edgewood schools. Mary Ann Arocha, who 
graduated from E.I.S.D., recently returned to the area 
just so her children could attend district schools. Anna 
Badillo is tired of people underestimating Edgewood: 
“We’ve got great teachers here. People think the kids 
w on’t learn just because it’s a poor district, but the 
teachers and schools here are as good as anywhere 
else.”

C.E.O.’s statistics suggest that most Horizon parents 
agree, at least about competing public schools: Of the 
837 students who initially accepted vouchers, only six 
used those vouchers to attend non-religious schools. 
Early on, C.E.O. claimed its program would promote 
choice within the public schools, but thus far only two 
students have used vouchers to attend other area pub
lic schools. In San Antonio, the largest group of Hori
zon students is now attending Catholic schools (443), 
while the rest moved to schools sponsored by other 
denominations. In other words, most of the families 
seeking vouchers did so to support religious education 
for their children. And while the Horizon program 
means up to $4,000 per student, the same student rep
resents a $5,800 loss to the Edgewood district—and to 
the students who choose to remain in public schools.

Many of the parents who volunteer in Edgewood 
schools traveled to Austin in early February to share 
their perspectives on vouchers with the Texas State 
Legislature. More than a hundred parents from E.I.S.D. 
participated in the lobbying effort, telling their stories 
to lawmakers, who are considering a “pilot” voucher 
program (which would include the state’s major urban 
districts). Ana Pinedo described her visit as emotional. 
She explained to legislators that private schools did 
not have the facilities for her disabled daughter. Do
lores Salinas told her representatives, “C.E.O. discrimi
nates. They picked only certain students to invite. 
They are insulting our community.” That charge refers 
to C.E.O.’s apparent practice of targeting only favored 
students to move out of Edgewood, in effect leaving 
the public schools to deal with more difficult cases.

C.E.O.’s Treat denied that the Foundation solicited 
any particular group of students, although she allowed 
that certain schools might have sent targeted mailings 
containing Horizon applications and that those schools 
might have received selected-student lists from C.E.O. 
For its part C.E.O. almost went out of its way not to 
alert the community at large about its program. Al
though the Foundation held a kickoff press conference 
and published an application in the San Antonio Ex- 
press-News (which is among the program’s official 
sponsors), there were no town meetings, no block 
walks, no phone banks, and no informational tables 
outside supermarkets. According to Treat, no further 
publicity was necessary. Yet C.E.O. has not accepted 
enough applicants even to fill the 1,000 private school 
seats the Foundation determined were available in San 
Antonio.

Neither the underwhelming parental response nor 
the withdrawal of 5 percent of the participants in the 
first sem ester has dam pened C.E.O.’s enthusiasm.
C.E.O.’s own report on the program’s first few months 
strains to explain some of the unimpressive numbers: 
“The most compelling aspects of the Horizon program 
are not covered in this report of figures, statistics, and 
events.” Instead, C.E.O. cites “the true facts of the chil
drens’ [sic] success” as Horizon’s standard for evalua
tion. Those facts will presumably become clear over 
time. In the meantime, C.E.O. continues to tout the 
program. The Foundation has asked researchers from 
the University of Virginia to conduct an “independent 
evaluation”—but the resulting proposal outlines a pro
ject to measure not student achievement, but parental 
satisfaction. Measuring student achievement would be 
problematic—Horizon does not require private schools 
to adhere to any curriculum, to administer any stan
dardized tests, or to meet any other common educa
tional standards.

For the present, the challenge presented by the 
Horizon program has brought the Edgewood commu
nity closer together. While some worry about how 
E.I.S.D. will cope with a slashed budget next year, many 
remain confident that the district will continue to im
prove. Kinney, the principal who led Hoelscher Elemen
tary to become a school recognized for its performance 
by the Texas Education Agency, speaks with a soft cer
tainty: “I suspect w e’ll see those [Horizon] kids back. 
For a lot of parents it’s a ‘grass is greener’ thing. Once 
they actually get their feet wet, they’ll come back.” □
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VOUCHERS 
AND THE 

ACCOUNTABILITY 
DILEMMA

An AFT Policy Brief

I n recent years, tax-funded private school vouchers, especially for low-income families, 
have gained momentum as a potential solution to our nation’s educational challenges.
To date, a vast amount of research and literature has been devoted to the effects of vouch

ers both on recipients and students who remain in public schools.1 In contrast, relatively 
scant attention has been paid to another important matter: if and how private and religious 
schools that accept vouchers would be held accountable for the use of public funds.

Any discussion of this question must take into account three key facts that raise a series 
of conflicts and public policy dilemmas:

■ Private and religious schools currently have almost complete autonomy with regard to 
whom they teach, what they teach, how they teach, how they measure student achieve
ment (if at all), how they handle their finances, and what information they disclose to par
ents and the public.

■ Several recent polls show that the public would expect private and religious schools that 
receive public dollars to be regulated and held accountable for the use of these dollars, 
just as public schools are.

■ Private and religious schools highly value their autonomy. A recent U.S. Department of Ed
ucation report, conducted at the request of Congress, indicates that private and religious 
schools are unlikely to participate in a voucher program that would require them to meet 
accountability standards in key policy areas such as admissions, student testing, curricu
lum, and religious training.2

This policy brief documents and explores these three facts and considers the implications 
of various approaches to the voucher “accountability dilemma.” For example, a regulated 
voucher system might satisfy citizens’ demands for accountability, but it would erode the 
cherished autonomy and independence of private and religious schools (or at least discour
age most private schools from participating). By contrast, an unregulated voucher system 
might preserve private and religious school autonomy, but it would not meet taxpayers’ 
rightful, documented demand to know and have a say in how their dollars are spent.
This policy brief was prepared by Dan Murpljy, an associate in the office o f the AFTpresident.
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J u s t  H o w  P rivate A r e  P rivate Sc h o o l s ?

A ny debate over the merits of vouchers and the various ways that a voucher plan might 
be designed must take account of how private schools currently operate. In this re

spect, the contrasts between public and private schools are quite striking. Whereas public 
schools are democratically controlled and must follow publicly determined rules regarding 
student admissions, curriculum, testing, and disclosure of finances and other pertinent in
formation, private schools are more or less free to operate as they wish and are subject to 
little or no public oversight. Specifically, private schools have almost complete autonomy 
with regard to the following:

A d m iss io n s
Private schools normally screen applicants on a number of grounds, including, but not lim
ited, to: prior academic achievement, standardized test scores, prior disciplinary record, 
written application; interviews with applicants and their parents; and parents’ willingness 
to volunteer at the school (often required). In addition, many religious schools give admis
sion preference to students of the same religious background.3

Serv ing  S p ecia l E d u cation  S tudents
Private schools are not required to offer special education services, and, according to Na
tional Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) 1997 statistical profile of private schools, most 
private schools (75 percent) do no t.1 In contrast, nearly all public schools offer such ser
vices. Of the small number of special education students who do attend private schools, a 
disproportionate share go to private schools specifically designed to serve these students.
At such schools, tuition tends to be very high—an average of $15,000.5 The remaining pri
vate school students with special needs (probably students with milder physical/learning 
disabilities than those who attend special schools) are scattered throughout the small num
ber of regular private and religious schools that offer some special education services. For 
example, NCES data show that 26 percent of Catholic schools offer some special education 
services and that, in those schools, an average of 4 percent of students receive such 
services.6

T each er Q u a lifica tion s
Only a handful of states require private school teachers to be licensed by the state.7 In prac
tice, according to NCES, 71 percent of all private school teachers are licensed, compared to 
97.4 percent of public school teachers.8 Moreover, almost 7 percent of private school teach
ers do not have a bachelor’s degree, compared to fewer than 1 percent of public school 
teachers.9 According to NCES, Conservative Christian schools and unaffiliated religious 
schools are the two types of private schools most likely to employ teachers who lack objec
tive qualifications, with almost one-half of teachers at these schools lacking a state teaching 
certificate and more than 15 percent lacking a bachelor’s degree.10 (These two types of 
schools have also been among the fastest-growing schools in the private school sector over 
the last two decades.11) Finally, many religious schools often give hiring preferences to 
teachers who share the school’s religious belief system.

C urricu lum
Within the basic subject areas—e.g., English, math, history, science—private schools are 
generally free to teach whatever they want. No state requires private schools to meet the 
same state curriculum standards as public schools.12 In religious schools, religious instruc
tion permeates every aspect of the school curriculum. According to NCES’s 1997 statistical 
profile of private schools, religious school principals rate “religious development” as their 
most important educational goal, higher even than “excellence” and “literacy.” For example, 
59 percent of Conservative Christian and 55 percent of Catholic school principals say reli
gious development is their top goal, followed by literacy (15.4 percent and 10.9 percent re
spectively) and excellence (13.1 percent and 13.7 percent respectively).13
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T estin g
Private schools can measure student performance however they choose to (if at all). No 
state requires private school students to take the same tests as public school students.14 
Moreover, private schools are not required to report test score results (let alone break down 
scores by socioeconomic status, race, etc.), making it impossible to assess school-level per
formance or compare student achievement across individual schools—public or private.

In fo r m a tio n  D isc lo su re
Private schools generally do not have to release information on student outcomes (e.g., test 
scores, attendance rates, number of suspensions/expulsions, etc.), school governance, and 
finances to the public. Private school board meetings and records are closed to the public.

W h a t  K in d  o f  A c c o u n t a b il it y  W o u l d  t h e  P u b lic  
Ex p e c t  U n d e r  a  V o u c h e r  P r o g r a m ?

Private schools generally enjoy wide discretion over whom they teach; what they teach; 
how they measure student achievement; the information they disclose to parents and 

the public; and, in the case of religious schools, the degree of religious training to which 
students are exposed. Within reasonable bounds, most would agree that private and reli
gious schools, as long as they remain privately financed, have a right to such freedoms; after 
all, that’s what makes them private  schools.

The key question is: If private schools choose to accept public dollars under a voucher 
system, should they still be allowed to operate without any public scrutiny?

Several recent polls strongly suggest that the public, at least, has already made up its mind 
on this question: If private schools accept public dollars, they must abide by certain regula
tions and be held accountable for the use of these dollars, just as public schools are.

3 0 th  A n n u a l P h i D elta  K ap p a/G allu p  P o ll (S ep tem b er  1998)
This poll,15 administered to a nationally representative sample of more than 1,000 adults, 
found mixed support for the concept of “allowing students and parents to choose a private 
school to attend at public expense” (44 percent in favor; 50 percent opposed). However, 
when it came to the issue of ensuring accountability under a voucher plan, the public was 
overwhelmingly in agreement:

■ Seventy-five percent agreed that “private or church-related schools that accept govern
ment tuition payments should be accountable to the state in the way public schools are 
accountable.”

■ Twenty percent did not agree with this statement. Five percent said they did not know. 

P eter D. Hart R esearch  A sso c ia tes  P o ll (F ebruary 1998 )
This poll,16 commissioned by the AFT and administered to a nationally representative sample 
of more than 800 respondents, closely tracks with the Phi Delta Kappa results. While sup
port for the concept of “allowing students and parents to choose a private school to attend 
at public expense” was mixed (38 percent in favor; 54 percent opposed), support for ac
countability was overwhelming:

■ More than 80 percent strongly or somewhat favored “requiring private schools to meet 
basic standards in areas such as curriculum and teacher qualifications to be eligible to re
ceive tax-funded vouchers or tax credits.”

■ Fourteen percent strongly or somewhat opposed such requirements. Five percent were 
not sure.
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The poll also took the accountability question a step further, inviting respondents to com
ment on specific standards that voucher schools might be required to meet. For each stan
dard listed, respondents were asked whether they thought it was essential, very important, 
just somewhat important, or not too important to include in a voucher plan. The results are 
as follows:

Voucher Schools Would Have to Percent Saying Such a Requirement is
Essential or 

Very Im portant Essential Very Im portant

Not discriminate in admissions on the basis of race 94 60 34

Meet state health and safety conditions 92 59 33

Meet state curriculum standards 88 57 31

Employ only certified teachers 86 54 32

Disclose their budget 84 53 31

Not discriminate in admissions on the basis of religion 83 51 32

Agree to use same tests as public schools 81 47 34

Abide by the Americans with Disabilities Act 79 47 32

P ublic P o licy  F oru m  R ep ort (F ebruary  1998)
This study,17 conducted by the nonpartisan Public Policy Forum, examined the issue of 
voucher school accountability in Cleveland and Milwaukee, the only two cities in the nation 
with tax-funded voucher programs.

In part, the study sought to find a consensus on the information and procedures that 
would be necessary to ensure accountability in voucher schools. Toward that end, re
searchers administered a survey to a representative sample of taxpayers in Ohio and Wis
consin. The results track with the national results described above: Private schools that ac
cept public dollars must be held accountable for the use of those dollars. The table below 
summarizes some of the most important survey results.

Voucher Schools Should Be Required to Percent Agreeing
Hold public meetings 86

Report how money is budgeted and spent 78

Report students’ scores on standardized tests 75

Hire only state-certified teachers 73

Use a random admissions process 
(as opposed to selective admissions) 61*

*70% of low-income respondents agreed w ith this requirement. 
Source: Van Dunk et al. (1998), Tables 7 and 11, and p. 24.

The findings of these three surveys demonstrate that what the public expects in terms of 
voucher accountability is dramatically at odds with how private and religious schools are 
currently allowed to operate (free of almost all regulations). Thus, in order to satisfy taxpay
ers’ demands for accountability, private schools that accept public dollars would have to 
change the way they do business—and, in effect, become something other than private and 
independent or pervasively religious. Are private and religious schools willing to make such 
compromises in return for direct public funding?

3 2  A m e r ic a n  Ed u c a t o r  S p r in g  1 9 9 9



W o u l d  P r i v a t e  S c h o o l s  B e  W i l l i n g  
To M e e t  A c c o u n t a b i l i t y  S t a n d a r d s  

U n d e r  a  V o u c h e r  S y stem ?

A  recent U.S. Department of Education (U.S. DOE) report18 indicates that private and reli
gious schools would not be willing to participate in a voucher plan that requires them 

to meet the kind of accountability standards that the public desires. The study, conducted at 
the request of Congress, explored the extent to which private schools would be able and 
willing to help alleviate overcrowding in 22 large, urban public school districts by accepting 
some students from overcrowded schools in exchange for tuition reimbursement.

To estimate the amount of excess capacity in private schools and their willingness to par
ticipate in such a transfer (voucher) program, the study relied on two main sources of data: 
(1) a survey of a sample of 1,000 private schools located in overcrowded public school dis
tricts (50 percent responded); and (2) a more in-depth survey of 28 organizations represent
ing private schools (68 percent responded).

The report found that a moderate amount of extra space does exist in some private 
schools, especially small (religious and nonreligious) elementary schools. It also found that 
most private schools with excess space would be willing to participate in a transfer pro
gram, as long as they could “maintain [their] current admissions, curriculum, assessment, 
and other policies without change.” All told, the report estimates that, as long as no condi
tions were placed on them, private schools would be able and willing to accommodate al
most 150,000 public school students, or about 3 5 percent of public school enrollment in 
the 22 school districts studied.

However, the report goes on to note that private school “interest in participating would 
decline considerably if the transfer program included rules or conditions that affected their 
autonomy over admissions and other policies.” Specifically, the report explored four ac
countability standards that private schools might be required to uphold under a voucher 
program:

1. Accept voucher students through random  assignm ent. This means not screening 
applicants based on prior achievement, parent interviews, etc., and using mechanisms 
such as a lottery.

2. Accept and serve students w ith  special needs. The survey defined this as “students 
with learning disabilities, limited English proficiency, or low achievement.”

3. Participate in  state assessm ents. Require private schools to use the same tests that the 
state requires for public schools, to allow for comparisons between sectors.

4. Permit exem ptions from  religious instruction or activities (at the request of the 
voucher students’ parents).

These are just the accountability standards that were explored in the U.S. DOE report.
Poll results suggest the public believes that private and religious schools receiving public 
funds also should: hire only certified teachers; meet state curriculum standards; disclose 
how money is budgeted and spent, as well as other school and student records; and hold 
public meetings.

Limited to only four accountability areas, results of the U.S. DOE survey nevertheless dra
matically underscore private schools’ concerns over the loss of autonomy that might accom
pany a publicly funded voucher plan. The results also strongly suggest that m ost private  
schools would rather not participate in a voucher p lan  i f  it m eant sacrificing total discre
tion over key policy areas such as admissions, testing, and  instruction.
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What follows are: (1) the results of the private school survey; and (2) a representative 
sampling of responses from the more in-depth survey of private school organizations.

In the survey, private schools were asked the question:
Under each condition, how willing do you think your school would be to participate in a pro
gram to accept students from overcrowded public schools in exchange for tuition 
reimbursement?

Private S c h o o l Survey  R esults

Condition_______________________________________Percent Responding
Definitely or 

Probably 
Willing

Definitely or  
Probably 
Unwilling

Possibly
Willing

Maintain current policies 77 8 15

Random assignment 36 46 18

Accept special needs students 15 68 16

Use state tests 33 42 24

Permit religious exemptions 25 66 8

Source: U.S. DOE, Planning and Evaluation Service (1998), page 49, Exhibit 32.

Note: When interpreting these results, it is important to keep in mind that private schools were asked to respond to each con
dition separately. Depending on the design of any voucher plan, it is possible that at least two or more of the above conditions 
could apply—and possibly others that are not listed. If private schools were presented with a combination of conditions—e.g.. 
accept special needs students and  permit religious exemptions—interest in participating would likely decline even further.

Private S c h o o l O rgan ization  Survey: R ep resen ta tiv e  R esp o n ses

R an dom  A d m iss io n  o f  S tuden ts?
m Association o f  Christian Teachers and Schools: “Not willing.. .want to test and 

evaluate every student.”

■ National Independent Private Schools Association: “Accepting public school 
transfers by lottery is difficult. Often these students don’t fit into our schools because of 
student discipline codes.”

■ Council o f  Islamic Schools in  North America: “No. Screening of students and families 
would be necessary.”

■ Greek O rthodox Archdiocese o f  North and South America: “Lottery is a risky idea. 
You are afraid of whom you are dealing with.”

■ U.S. Catholic Conference: “Unable to answer accurately May depend on local 
admissions policies.”

■ United M ethodist Church: “This is the most equitable plan if tuition comes from public 
funds.”

A cc e p t S p ec ia l N eed s  S tuden ts?
■ Association o f  Waldorf Schools o f  North America: “Not willing.”

■ Oral Roberts University Educational Fellowship: ‘WOTinterested!!”

■ Association o f  Christian Schools International: “If the schools were appropriately 
staffed and have programs that would properly serve special needs students.”

■ National Independent Private Schools Association: “Difficult.”

■ U.S. Catholic Conference: “Depend[s] on the degree of ‘special needs’ and the funding 
provided—the answer could vary significantly.”
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P e rm it R e lig io u s  E x e m p tio n s?
a U.S. Catholic Conference: “Probably unwilling—strikes at the very heart of what a 

Catholic school is all about.”

■ A ssociation o f  Christian Schools International: “This would be unacceptable.”

■ Christian Schools International: “NO...every class is permeated with a Christian reli
gious viewpoint.”

■ A ssociation o f  Christian Teachers and Schools: “Absolutely not willing. 
Non-negotiable.”

■ Evangelical Lutheran Church o f  America: “This would be difficult as the religious na
ture of schools is not restricted to particular time structures.”

■ United M ethodist Church: “Yes. United Methodist Church-related schools generally 
have students from all faiths.”

O th er  C oncerns
m National Association o f  Independent Schools: “Restriction on any  aspect of running 

a school, including curriculum, admission, discipline, teacher certification, and budget.”

■ General Conference o f  the Seventh Day Adventist Church: “We would want to 
control our hiring process so that we would discriminate in hiring practices based on 
religious affiliation.”

■ U.S. Catholic Conference: “Degree of financial support—tuition and fees do not give 
actual per-pupil costs. If actual per-pupil cost is not covered, who picks up the 
difference?” “...degree of government supervision of the program and staffing, etc.”

■ Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod: “ 1. Maintaining our mission and our spiritual 
nature which permeates our total school program. 2. Having supportive families—not just 
escapees from public schools. 3. Being able to serve well those students who choose to 
attend Lutheran schools.”

■ A ssociation o f  Christian Teachers and Schools: “Government control.”

T h e  A c c o u n t a b il it y  D ilem m a

G iving public dollars to private and religious schools presents a profound public policy 
dilemma: regulate private schools to respond to the public’s demand for accountability 

and thereby sacrifice private school autonomy or preserve private school autonomy and 
thereby deny citizens’ right and desire to know and have a say in how their tax dollars are 
spent. What follows is a brief overview of the trade-offs inherent to each approach.

R egu la tin g  P u b lic ly  F u n d ed  Private S ch o o ls
By regulating voucher schools, policymakers might satisfy citizens’ rightful demands for 
accountability. However, such an approach would probably yield the following undesirable 
consequences:

■ U n p reced en ted  B reach  in th e  C hurch-S tate B a rr ie r
Separation of church and state is one of the most cherished features of our democracy, 
and it has served our diverse society well. An accountable voucher system would compel 
government interference in the operation of religious schools to an extent unrivaled in the 
history of our republic. This would have far-reaching effects. Of the nation’s 26,093 pri
vate schools, close to 80 percent are religiously affiliated.19

■ E rosion  o f  P r iv a te  S ch oo l A u ton om y
To the extent that independent schools participated in a regulated voucher program, they 
would have to compromise their autonomy over key policy areas. This would blur the line 
between public and private, erode parental choice, and deprive the nation of the unique 
contributions that private and religious schools make to American education.
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■ H ig h e r  C osts  to  T a x p a y e rs
Sound procedures and regulations might satisfy taxpayers’ demands for accountability and 
reduce the likelihood of new schools entering the “market” exclusively to take advantage 
of the availability of public funds. However, the cost of such regulation is very high. Pro
fessor Henry M. Levin, a distinguished voucher expert, estimates that, on top of the costs 
of the vouchers themselves, it would cost at least $48 billion annually  to put in place a 
national voucher system with adequate administrative procedures and mechanisms, in
cluding those for record keeping and monitoring, information dissemination, transporta
tion, and a means of adjudicating disputes.20 Rather than shrinking bureaucracy, an ac
countable voucher plan would dramatically expand it.

N ot R egu lating  P u b lic ly  F u n d ed  Private S ch o o ls
An unregulated voucher system might preserve private and religious school autonomy.
However, such an approach would probably yield the following undesirable consequences:

■ N o P u b lic  A cco u n ta b ility
The evidence shows that the public expects private schools accepting tax dollars to be
have largely like public schools in admissions, curriculum, testing, information disclosure, 
and other areas. An unregulated voucher system would not fulfill these demands. Some 
argue that vouchers come with a built-in accountability mechanism, since voucher 
schools must ultimately satisfy their customers—parents. But this argument fails to recog
nize that parents alone do not fund education. The vast majority of taxpayers (75 percent) 
do not have school-aged children and, therefore, unlike parents, cannot “vote with their 
feet.”

■ M a rk e t F ra u d  a n d  F ailure
An unregulated voucher system would inevitably encourage the emergence of brand-new 
schools, specifically designed to take advantage of voucher dollars. Past experience with 
an “education free market” suggests that, without any public oversight, many of these 
schools are likely to be shady or shaky:

• Postsecondary, for-profit trade school fraud. Over the last two decades, widespread 
fraud among postsecondary, for-profit trade schools has plagued the federal govern
m ent’s higher education student-aid programs, costing taxpayers millions of dollars a 
year and prompting calls for tougher congressional oversight. According to a 1994 
New York Times special report: “In the most dramatic cases, directors of for-profit 
trade schools and colleges have looted the budgets of these loosely regulated federal 
student-aid programs to buy themselves Mercedes-Benzes, travel the world, subsidize 
a drug habit, invest in religious causes, or pay themselves million-dollar salaries.”21

• The M ilwaukee voucher program. In Milwaukee, where voucher school regulations 
are minimal, four voucher schools out of 18 closed their doors during the first six 
years of the program, a failure rate close to 25 percent.22 Three of these schools 
closed mid-year amidst charges of fraud and mismanagement, leaving voucher stu
dents to scramble for available seats in other schools.

• The Cleveland voucher program. In Cleveland, a recently released state evaluation 
found that voucher students in the program’s two brand-new private schools— 
schools specifically designed to take advantage of voucher dollars—fared significantly 
worse than their public school peers in reading, math, language skills, science, and 
social studies.23

• High rate o f  small business failures. According to the Small Business Administration, 
53 percent of all small businesses dissolve within the first four years of operation.24 
Assuming start-up entrepreneurial schools experience a comparable failure rate under 
a voucher program, the effects on children and their families would be devastating.

•  A B reach  in th e  C hurch-S tate B a rr ie r
In the case of religious schools—which account for almost 80 percent of all private 
schools—an unregulated voucher system would compel taxpayers to subsidize religious 
teachings with which they may disagree.
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C o n c l u s io n

According to several polls, a majority of the public is opposed to vouchers. Moreover, an 
even greater majority, including most voucher supporters, insists that under any voucher or 
private school tax credit plan, private and religious schools that receive public dollars must 
be regulated. This means that vouchers and private school tax credits do not harm only 
public school children by draining resources from their schools and failing to improve 
achievement. In the end, vouchers and private school tax credits may prove equally harmful 
to private school children and their families, by undermining private and religious school 
autonomy, breaching the church-state wall, and blurring the line between public and private 
schools. Ironically, far from increasing “choice” for parents, as advocates contend, vouchers 
and private school tax credits would diminish both choice and the unique role of private 
and religious schools in American education. □
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In  th e  Sh a d o w  
o f  Au sch w itz

Teaching the Holocaust 
in Poland

By  B u r to n  B ollag

POLISH SCHOOL children are now taught an uncen
sored version of history. Gone are the taboos and 

blatant distortions imposed by the former Communist 
authorities. Yet, until now, there has been one subject 
about which students have been kept in the dark: their 
former Jewish neighbors.

Sixty years ago Poland had the largest Jewish popu
lation in the world. On the eve of World War II, 3.5 
million people—one out of every ten Poles—were 
Jewish. They played a central role in Poland’s cultural 
and economic life, while maintaining a flourishing cul
ture of their own. Today only a few thousand Jews re
main. Not only did the people disappear, as smoke up 
Nazi chimneys, knowledge of their existence evapo
rated, too. Public school history books contain only a 
few passing references to the Jews, and the official 
school curriculum gives the Holocaust a mere mention 
during a lesson on World War II.

And yet the past keeps casting troubling shadows. 
Young Poles can’t help but see the synagogues that dot 
the country: strange empty buildings with alien sym
bols, representing an unknown culture. In recent 
years, several Catholic priests have been—belatedly— 
censured by their superiors for anti-Semitic preach
ings. Graffiti scribbled on the sides of Polish buildings 
call on local soccer teams to beat “the Jews,” as rival 
teams are disparagingly referred to. When children get 
angry, they as likely as not call one another “dirty Jew.” 
Until now, although individual teachers may have in
tervened, the schools have done little to discourage 
this kind of mindless anti-Semitism in a country virtu
ally devoid of Jews.

B urton  Bollag is an A m erican  w riter liv ing  in 
Bratislava, Slovakia. He writes frequently fo r  The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, where an earlier ver
sion o f this article appeared in January 1999-

This denial of an important part of Poland’s history 
suited the former Communist authorities. The Soviet 
bloc was allied with the Arab states against the Jewish 
state, Israel; and the cause of the Soviet Jews had been 
taken up by the rival superpower, the United States. 
The 1967 Arab-Israeli war was followed by a wave of 
officially backed anti-Semitism in Poland. It culminated 
in the purging from their jobs of many of the Jews 
who were left in Poland and prompted many of them 
to emigrate to the West. Often, linguistic gymnastics 
were employed to avoid mention of the Jews. Muse
ums and schools spoke about the “three million Poles 
and members of other ethnic groups” killed in the 
Nazi extermination camps in Poland. As with other 
controversial issues, the Communist authorities did not 
tolerate open debate.

When Communism collapsed with Poland’s first free 
elections in 1989, the restrictions on free expression 
also ended. But the new history books, hastily pro
duced to replace the Communist texts, remained 
largely silent on the Jews. Since then pressure has 
been building—from both inside and outside Poland— 
and the education system is finally beginning to con
front the country’s Jewish past.

In 1995, Poland signed an agreement with Israel. 
Warsaw pledged to teach more about its Jewish his
tory. Israel in turn promised to tone down its accusa
tions of Polish anti-Semitism. New textbooks have yet 
to be produced. But one clear sign of change is the 
separate lesson on the Holocaust supposed to be 
added to the public school curriculum next fall. “I 
think the Polish authorities take the issue very seri
ously now,” says Jan Gross, a professor of political sci
ence at New York University.

Gross, a Jew who emigrated from Poland in 1969, is 
angry that Poland has not yet confronted its behavior 
during and after the Holocaust. He points out that few
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Poles know about the massacre of 
Holocaust survivors in the town of 
Kielce in 1946, which helped per
suade many of the  rem aining
250,000 Jews in Poland to leave. “Ig
norance of the Holocaust shows up 
again and again in an inability to 
deal with current conflicts,” says the 
professor. He cites the ongoing con
troversy  at A uschwitz, w here 
Catholic radicals have angered Jew
ish groups—and embarrassed Polish 
au thorities—by erecting several 
hundred large wooden crosses just 
outside the camp. Official attitudes 
have clearly changed since the col
lapse of Communism, says Gross.
But “there is a dramatic need for 
teaching materials: books, slides, 
etc. There is so much to do.”

Jan Gross traveled to his native 
country last September to lecture 
on the issue in Cracow, Poland's 
beautifu l m edieval capital. The 
venue was the third annual Teach
ers’ Conference on Teaching the 
H olocaust. The conference was 
sponsored by Cracow’s Center for 
Jewish Culture and the Spiro Insti
tute of London, which popularizes 
Jewish culture and sends concentra
tion  camp survivors to speak at 
British public schools. Ninety public 
school teachers from across Poland 
attended the three-day conference, 
along with a handful of scholars and 
researchers. The participants are 
part of a growing—but still very 
small—movement of Polish scholars 
and educators who are exploring 
and teaching the rich, 800-year history of the Jews on 
Polish soil.

“We are not doing this to please Jews in America or 
anybody else” says Joachim Russek, president of the Ju- 
daica Foundation, which runs the Center for Jewish 
Culture. “It is in Poland’s vital interest to build up a 
democratic society that is free of xenophobia.” Like 
most Poles, Russek, who trained as a specialist in inter
national law, is a Roman Catholic. So are almost all of 
the conference participants.

A Day Trip to A uschwitz
Some of the people attending the conference make a 
day trip to Auschwitz. The camp, formerly the largest 
Nazi extermination center, and now a museum, is lo
cated about an hour’s drive south of Cracow. The 
teachers enter through the camp’s main gate, under 
metal letters that still spell out the German words that 
mocked those who entered but never left: A rbeit 
Macht Frei (Work will set you free). They tour exhibits 
documenting the machinery of mass murder and see 
mounds of suitcases, shoes, eyeglasses, hair, prosthe- 
ses left behind by victims.

Groups of Polish school children file by quietly. Do 
they understand? Asked what happened here, 14-year- 
old Angelika from Przemysl in eastern Poland shows 
that she knows part of the story: “Jews, Poles, and Gyp
sies were killed here. The Germans deceived them, 
told them they were going to work.”

The teachers take a five-minute bus ride to Birkenau, 
a subcamp on the other side of the huge complex. 
Here the ruined remains of one of Auschwitz’ four 
large gas chambers and crematoria have been left as 
they were when the Nazis dynamited them in a last- 
minute effort to hide their crimes. The group’s guide, 
historian Miroslaw Obstarczyk, picks up what looks 
like a pebble; it is an unburned bit of human bone. 
The teachers are walking on the ashes of the 1.5 mil
lion men, women, and children—90 percent of them 
European Jews—who were murdered here.

The Poles living in the area knew when a transport 
had deposited its human cargo, says Obstarczyk. There 
was soon more smoke coming out of the tall chimneys 
above the crematoria. “People in the area say you 
could taste it in the air. It was sweetish and sticky.”

A major problem for many visitors is that they lack 
information to place what happened here in some his
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torical context, according to Obstarczyk. When told 
about the execution of a prisoner who had been kept 
alive as a slave laborer, one American visitor asked, 
“Where were his lawyers?” Obstarczyk says that Polish 
and Jewish young people are well prepared in compar
ison with some other visitors: “The worst are Scandi
navian and American young people. They have no con
text to comprehend what happened here.”

The Polish teachers’ conference is held in a former 
Jewish study house in Kazimierz, Cracow’s old Jewish 
quarter. Once home to a thriving Jewish community of 
65,000, Cracow now has 100 Jews. Lectures and panel 
discussions deal with aspects of Jewish history in 
Poland and with various approaches to teaching the 
subject. Participants are eager to share their experi
ences. One teacher says that Jewish history represents 
a dead past for his students. More international student 
exchanges are needed, he says, so that young Poles 
can meet living young Jews from other countries. An
other teacher says that teaching students about the 
Holocaust is a way to sensitize them to broader human 
rights principles: “Today in Poland it’s not OK to dis
like the Jews, but it is OK to dislike the Roma,” he says, 
using the preferred term for Gypsies.

A middle-aged teacher with a barrel chest and a 
white sweater stands up and relates proudly how his 
class carried out a six-month project in which students 
helped restore the Jewish cemetery in their town and 
used it as a tool to explore local Jewish history.

Teaching the U nim aginable
There are several workshops offering participants the 
chance to get a more intimate understanding of new 
teaching ideas, even if the tight schedule allows them 
little  tim e for active partic ip a tio n . Jolanta Am- 
brosewicz-Jacobs, a social psychologist from Jagiel- 
lonian University here, co-leads a workshop entitled 
“Teaching Tolerance—Reducing Prejudice.”

“Start a lesson on the Holocaust in an unconventional 
way,” urges Ambrosewicz-Jacobs. “Believe me, students 
will remember it.” She tells participants about the fa
mous exercise done by an Iowa school teacher, Jane El
liot, in the late 1960s, after the assassination of civil 
rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. Elliot’s goal was to 
teach the meaning of prejudice. One day her blue-eyed 
students were given privileges denied to the brown
eyed ones. The next day the roles were reversed.

Such participatory methods are alien to Poland’s 
conservative teaching tradition, as the teachers remind 
Ambrosewicz-Jacobs. She counters by urging them to 
“trust your intuition.”

Foreign specialists in Holocaust education tell the 
Polish teachers at the Cracow conference about chang
ing pedagogical approaches in their own countries. In 
the first years after World War II, many European coun
tries invented and taught myths about how theirs had 
been a nation of resistance fighters. There was little in
terest in hearing from people who had survived the 
concentration camps. In any case, people who had en
dured such unimaginable experiences were often too 
traumatized to speak publicly. By the 1970s, attitudes 
began changing.

“Survivors have started getting recognition, not only

as victims, but as people with stories to tell,” says 
Levien Rouw of the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam, 
who spoke to teachers attending the conference. Hol
land was a country with one of the highest propor
tions of its Jewish citizens killed. Seventy-five percent 
of the 140,000 Dutch Jews were murdered by the 
Nazis. “A mistake made by many well-intentioned 
teachers is to focus on the horrors alone,” he says. 
“Psychological studies have shown that people don’t 
like victims. It’s necessary to humanize those who 
were victimized, to focus on the experiences of one or 
several people.”

Also at the conference in Cracow, is the House of 
the Wannsee Conference, a German organization dedi
cated to promoting Holocaust education. The group is 
based in the villa on Wannsee Lake in Berlin where, on 
Jan. 20, 1942, Nazi officials drew up plans for the total 
destruction of European Jewry. The group’s Annegret 
Ehmann tells the Polish teachers that Holocaust educa
tion in Germany “is becoming increasingly student-ori
ented.” At a growing number of German schools, stu
dents are led to care for abandoned Jewish cemeteries 
or to investigate the life of a Jewish student expelled 
from their school. “This gives students more motiva
tion and involvement,” she says.

Despite the enthusiasm evident at the conference, a 
certain tension is never far from the surface w hen 
Poles discuss the Holocaust. “There is a stereotype 
about Polish co-responsibility for the Holocaust,” Jozef 
Brynkus, an instructor at a Cracow teacher training 
college, tells the meeting in a defensive tone of voice. 
“It’s horrible, and it’s due to American ignorance.”

Facing History?
It was during the ultimately successful Solidarity-led 
opposition to Communist rule during the 1980s that in
terest in Jewish studies awoke in Poland. Scholars say 
two events played a key role. In 1985, Polish state tele
vision broadcast part of the highly acclaimed docu
mentary film “Shoah” by French journalist Claude 
Lanzmann. It consists of gripping interviews with sur
vivors, witnesses, and those who participated in the 
murder of the Jews. In 1987 a Catholic journal pub
lished an article by literature professor Jan Blonski en
titled “The Poor Poles look at the Ghetto.” Both works 
showed that although the Poles were not the perpetra
tors of the Holocaust, they displayed a variety of re
sponses to the tragedy: Some hid Jews at great per
sonal risk, others turned them over to the Nazis, and 
many were callously indifferent.

“It was a shock,” says Piotr Trojariski, a history re
searcher at Cracow Pedagogical University, who 
helped organize the conference. “Before that, the pop
ular image was that Poles had mostly helped the Jews.”

Today, several leading Polish universities have estab
lished Jewish studies departments; Warsaw and Jagiel- 
lonian universities have each opened an institute. Most 
universities are said to have at least one researcher 
working on some aspect of Jewish history. Yet the role 
of the Catholic Church’s anti-Semitic teachings—not 
repudiated by the Vatican until well after the war—is 
still a highly sensitive issue. Scholars say it is the only 

(Continued on page 49)
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T en Y ears A fter  
T iananm en

Some Unsung Heroes o f the Struggle

W e never know anything about most of the people 
who work and suffer to build democracy in 

other countries—for us, they are anonymous. As a re
sult, the phrase “human rights” becomes almost an ab
straction; the words sound impressive, but they are 
bloodless and impersonal. The brief stories that follow 
are an effort to give a face to a few of our colleagues in 
China who have struggled to build a free society. All of 
them participated in the pro-democracy movement, 
which we will commemorate on June 4, and all have 
paid a heavy price for doing so.

In some respects, they were ordinary people whose 
lives and aspirations were not so different from our

the reasons for long-term losses in the factory. Then, he 
used the results as a platform when he sought election 
as representative to the local people’s congress.

The factory workers’ response to the poll was en
thusiastic. In an open letter in which he discussed sur
vey results and announced his candidacy, Zhao says 
he got back one hundred thirty-nine questionnaires of 
the one hundred ninety he distributed, and one hun
dred thirteen of these were usable. The workers also 
seemed open about expressing their dissatisfactions. 
A majority (eighty) gave “bad management” as a rea
son for the factory’s long-term losses; and eighty-two 
identified “using public funds for banqueting” as a se
rious form of corruption  (forty-seven m entioned 
“using public funds to hire prostitutes”). Zhao points 
out in the open letter that Mao Zedong himself did 
public opinion research, and he quotes Mao’s support 
of the principle in the essay “On Investigation Work,” 
where Mao said, “Without research, there is no right 
to speak out.”

But Mao Zedong notwithstanding, the results of 
Zhao’s survey and his call for change were appar
ently too much for authorities. In a second letter, 
foreseeing that he might be excluded from the elec

own or those of colleagues we see every day. They 
wanted to do the kinds of things we expect to be able 
to do: run for public office, organize other workers, 
express their opinions freely and publish their work, 
and, yes, enjoy life with their families and friends.Yet, 
what is ordinary and taken for granted in a democratic 
society requires extraordinary heroism in a country 
where human rights have yet to be won. So the stories 
here tell of courage and persistence in the face of ob
stacles that we can hardly imagine. We honor these 
people by becoming aware of what they have suffered. 
But there will be no happy endings for them—or for 
the many others like them —until all the people of 
China enjoy the rights we take for granted.

Zhao C hangqing
In January 1998, Zhao Changqing, 28, a teacher of poli
tics at a middle school attached to Factory 813 in Shanxi 
Province, got in trouble with the authorities for engag
ing in two quintessentially democratic activities: He 
conducted a public opinion survey of workers about

Because the Chinese government exerts tight control 
on in fo rm a tion  ab o u t d issidents and  others in 
China, finding current information is often difficult 
and frustrating. We are indebted to Human Rights in 
China, a New York-based organization rim by Chi
nese exiles, fo r  gathering and disseminating much o f 
what we report here. To fin d  out more, visit their 
web site (www.hrichina.org).
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rounding the January election. In August, they were 
told he had been sentenced to prison, but they were 
unable to find out for how long. As far as we know, 
Zhao Changqing remains in prison.

Liu N ianchun
Liu Nianchun, 49, a teacher and student of Chinese 
literature, is also a veteran democracy and labor ac
tivist. He has been imprisoned many times for his 
political activities, beginning with the Democracy 
Wall Movement, a grassroots protest movement of 
the late 1970s. At that time, Liu was expelled from 
Beijing Normal College shortly before graduation, 
and then he spent three years in prison for “coun-

ILLUSTRATED BYBRUASSOCIATES

tion, Zhao urged factory workers to “treasure their 
democratic rights” and write in his name on the bal
lot. We don’t know whether any were brave enough 
to follow his advice, but we do know that he was 
not allowed to run; and immediately following the 
election  on Jan. 14, Zhao was detained for one 
month. When he was released, he found he had lost 
his job. Then, two months later, he was detained 
again. The formal charge against Zhao was “endan
gering public order.”

In the first open letter to the workers at Factory 
813, Zhao credits “the excellent education I received” 
as the source of the ideals and values that led him to 
undertake his campaign and that continued to guide 
him:

At university graduation I wrote in the albums of many 
classmates the slogan, “Serve the people, struggle in the 
interests of the people,” as words of parting. I believe that 
from now on in the course of my life, I will be able to act 
upon the precious principles I received during my years 
as a student in order to fight for the people’s welfare, to 
fight to the end!

Zhao’s family spent m onths trying to find out 
w hether he had gone to trial for the activities sur-

terrevolutionary propaganda and incitement,” i.e., 
being critical of the government. He continued his 
activism during the 1989 pro-dem ocracy move
m ent, and in 1994, he sp en t m ore than  seven 
months in detention for attempting to establish the 
League for the Protection of the Rights of the Work
ing People.

In May 1995, after helping to initiate a pro-democ
racy petition and signing another petition calling for a 
“spirit of tolerance in China’s political life,” he was 
seized and held incommunicado. Eventually, he was 
sentenced to three years of “re-education” in a labor 
camp, a sentence that was extended by 216 days be
cause he “refused to reform.”

When Liu went on a hunger strike to protest the ar
bitrary extension of his sentence in 1995, he was sub
jected to electric torture and beatings, and he became 
extremely ill. Despite his increasingly poor condition, 
he was denied medical treatment.

Although Liu’s wife, Chu Hailan, and his mother, Wu 
Huifen, campaigned persistently and courageously for 
his release, their efforts resulted only in their being ha
rassed and interrogated and lied to about Liu’s where
abouts. At one point, Liu was detained for months be
fore Chu Hailan was told where he was. During that 
time, she went from public office to public office de
manding to know his whereabouts—and fearing he 
had disappeared for good. When Liu was sentenced to 
the labor camp and officials finally allowed Chu to visit
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him there, she found, when she arrived, that he had 
been transferred to a camp that was a five-day train 
ride away.

Last year, Chinese officials released Liu on a medical 
parole and exiled him to the United States with Chu 
Hailan and their daughter. When he arrived, he spoke 
before a New York press conference sponsored by the 
organizations Human Rights in China and Human 
Rights Watch. Liu talked about his own experiences 
and about the sudden change in his life:

Standing before you today, I feel very strange, as if in a 
dream. Only two days ago, I was in a re-education- 
through-labor camp in China. I was extremely sick, and it 
was very difficult to get a medical examination and even 
more difficult to obtain treatment. My living conditions 
were despicable. The police also enlisted convicts to 
keep close watch over me.

Liu urged those listening not to take his release into 
exile as a sign that the human rights situation is im
proving in China: “The very fact that I am here, forced 
to leave China in order to receive medical treatment, is 
a serious violation of human rights in itself.”

And he was careful to put his own release in the 
perspective of the billions of Chinese citizens who are 
still denied human rights:

We must urge the Chinese government to match deeds 
with words and desist in openly trampling on human 
rights. China has a population of almost 1.3 billion people.
If China were to establish a framework of human rights 
and democracy, there would be significant improvement 
and protection of human worth for the entire world.

Mo Lihua
Mo Lihua was an instructor in the education program 
at Shaoyang Normal College in Hunan Province when 
the pro-democracy movement swept through China. 
In a memoir, Mo writes that she had never paid much 
attention to politics, and there was apparently nothing 
out of the ordinary in the life she lived with her hus
band, who was also a teacher, and her young son. But 
the events of 1989 and their sequel were to transform 
her into a defiant advocate for justice, a political pris
oner, and eventually, an exile.

Mo recalls that on May 20, 1989, she was planning 
to go shopping for summer clothes when she met 
some students she knew. She found they were on their 
way to Beijing to join the protests in Tiananmen 
Square and were planning to set themselves on fire to 
“sacrifice [their] lives and blood for the democracy 
movement.” Mo wrote that she “grew choked up just 
listening to them. What innocent, lovable young stu
dents they were! With tears in my eyes I urged them 
not to sacrifice themselves but to enjoy their youth.” 
She pressed some money on them, and w ith two 
hours to go before the train was scheduled to leave for 
the capital city, Mo returned home and told her hus
band of her conversation: “We both felt very uneasy 
about just standing by and watching as these two 
young people went to risk their lives in Beijing. On the 
spur of the moment, I decided that the only solution 
was to go with them to Beijing.”

Mo Lihua returned home to Shaoyang before the 
June 4 crackdown occurred. The evening of the crack
down, she spoke publicly of her grief for those who

had died in Beijing, and the next day, at a large memo
rial ceremony held by the city’s students, she led the 
people in a chant, “Save our students!”

“This,” she says, “is how I grew to be a thorn in the 
side of the Communist Party authorities that they just 
could not ignore.”

Mo was arrested and held for six months in rat-in- 
fested detention centers where female inmates shared 
a common bed and used a hole in the floor as a toilet. 
Then she was put on trial.

Although officials tried to pressure Mo into confess
ing that she harbored “counterrevolutionary aims,” she 
refused, maintaining that she was innocent of any 
crime. She was permitted to have a lawyer at her trial 
but was forced to accept one approved by the govern
ment. She describes the first interview  w ith her 
lawyer, in which he describes the ground rules under 
which he will operate, with bitter wit:

The first time Chen Qiumin came to see me in the de
tention center, he declared: “I am a Chinese Communist 
Party member, and I will take care of matters according 
to party directives. Now, the higher levels have instructed 
me that I cannot present an innocent plea for you. I can
not defy orders from above. Taking on a case like this one 
is risky for a lawyer.”

Mo Lihua’s trial was held in a public auditorium in 
order, she says, to give the people and university stu
dents of Shaoyang a real-life “legal lesson.” The state 
used perjured testimony and then found her guilty. 
However, Mo was allowed to speak and believes that 
she was able to vindicate herself. During the trial, Mo 
writes:

I completely acknowledged all of my activities because 
under no stipulation of Chinese law did any of them con
stitute a crime. My analysis was so justified and correct, 
several members of the audience listening to the case 
even expressed their support to me, and the public pros
ecutor was constantly the subject of the audience’s jeers.
He himself realized that he was in the wrong and didn’t 
dare to speak too harshly.

Mo was sentenced to three years in prison and a one- 
year deprivation of political rights. While she was incar
cerated, Mo taught in the prison school and worked in 
the prison’s garment factory. When she returned home, 
she found she had lost her job; her husband had been 
demoted and come under increasing pressure at his 
job; and her 11-year-old son had been humiliated in 
school. “I still remember,” she says, “seeing how my 
son had sat crying throughout my trial. He had been a 
lively, talkative boy, but while I was in prison he had 
become quiet and reserved. The brutality of the Chi
nese government’s political movements had even cast a 
dark shadow over the heart of my little boy.”

A few months later, in October 1992, Mo granted an 
interview  to a French reporter and subsequently 
learned she would be arrested. She left China for Hong 
Kong. The following year she was granted political asy
lum by the Swedish government, and she and her fam
ily moved to Sweden where they continue to live.

Hu Jian
Hu Jian was a young faculty member at Taiyuan In
dustrial University when the pro-democracy demon
strations began in 1989. The most famous of those
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were in Beijing, but students, intellectuals, and work
ers demonstrated in cities across China. Hu decided to 
join his students. A fellow teacher, now in exile in 
Sweden, remembers Hu marching at the front of the 
earliest demonstration in Taiyuan on May 5, 1989. 
When arrests began, not long after the June 4 crack
down, Hu’s name was on the city’s most wanted list.

Hu Jian hid in the Shanxi countryside for two 
months. But he appeared in Beijing in August, hoping 
to present a petition to the National People’s Congress. 
When the soldier he approached recognized his name, 
Hu was arrested. That night he was beaten and tor
tured, and the torture, which included the use of elec
tric cattle prods, continued throughout his months of 
detention. By the time of his trial in June 1990, Hu ap
peared weak and disoriented. His mother appealed the 
guilty decision, questioning how he could have de
fended himself in such a weakened state.

Hu was sentenced to ten years, plus three years de
privation of political rights, on the charge of involve
ment in the “illegal organization” of a “self government 
association” established by students at Taiyuan Indus
trial University during the “chaos” of May 1989.

Hu went on several hunger strikes to protest the tor
ture inflicted on him in prison and was declared “men
tally ill” in January 1994. His mother, who became 
more and more concerned about his deteriorating con
dition, spent a year and a half appealing to authorities 
to release her son for medical treatment. In the fall of 
1995, he died at the age of 43. His mother was told that 
he died of “natural causes” but was not permitted to 
see his body. All her requests to see the official death 
certificate or results of any autopsy have been ignored.

Hu Jian wrote the following poem while he was in 
prison.

Wind
You, so carefree and unrestrained,

As I cannot be,
My dreams shattered.

You blow through the forest,
Scores of trees bow down before you.

The mountains send you soaring,
The stars surround you,

But you don’t care.
Paint the sky pitch-black,

Soak the earth drenching-wet.
When the roar of thunder passes,

You appear gentle and soft.
I envy you, so carefree and unrestrained, 

Though I cannot be,
My dreams shattered.

Only when I have burned to ashes,
Blow me a gust of wind.

—Translated by Kris Torgeson

Xiao X uehui
Xiao Xuehui was an associate professor in the philoso
phy department at Southwestern Nationalities University 
at Chengdu in Sichuan Province until 1989. Although 
she did not see herself as a political person but rather as 
a “complete bookworm,” she participated in the pro
democracy movement and was subsequently charged 
with “counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement.”

Xiao had already run up against officialdom in the 
late 1970s when, as a student, she edited an unofficial 
campus literary journal, April Fifth, which was banned 
as part of the crackdown on the Democracy Wall 
Movement. As a professor, she had w ritten several 
works on philosophy and sociology. Two of them were 
very' controversial because they articulated views that 
were at odds with official Communist Party doctrine 
about human nature and morality.

Perhaps for that reason, Xiao Xuehui was treated 
very harshly by the authorities following her arrest, 
first being detained for a year and a half at the Xindu 
Detention Center where she was reportedly beaten 
regularly, worsening already serious health problems.

When Xiao was released from prison in 1991, she at
tempted to continue her academic career, but her ef
forts were thwarted at every turn. Following her re
lease, she had to serve a two-year sentence of depriva
tion of her political rights, and she was stripped of her 
academic credentials and banned from teaching as 
part of that sentence. A series of lawsuits, filed to re
gain her credentials, have gone nowhere. In a January 
1994 lawsuit, Xiao stated, “If necessary, I will go on fil
ing suits indefinitely until the matter is concluded in a 
fair and reasonable fashion.”

Since being released, Xiao has lived under close 
surveillance, with police stationed outside her apart
ment. Her parents have been persuaded to denounce 
her, and many of her friends, fearing contamination, 
avoid her. Those who still stay in touch have been fre
quently harassed and interrogated.

Though she is not permitted to teach, Xiao contin
ues to w rite on issues such as ethics, humanism, 
human rights, and freedom of the press. But most jour
nals refuse to publish her work because she is a former 
political prisoner. Recently, she told a friend that she 
had managed to get an article accepted. And because 
she had seen an advertisement for the magazine men
tioning her article and a preprinted table of contents 
in which her article appeared, she was sure it would 
be published. When the magazine appeared, however, 
her article was not there.

Last summer, Xiao submitted a paper to the World 
Congress of Philosophy, which was to be held in 
Boston, and she was invited to attend and read her 
paper. But when she sent in an application for a pass
port, it was denied. She could get no explanation for 
this denial, and after knocking on many bureaucratic 
doors, she finally wrote a letter to China’s premier. 
Eventually the date for the conference came and went; 
nobody ever explained why Xiao had not been al
lowed to attend the conference, nor did anyone ac
knowledge that there had even been such a refusal.

Although the Communist regime has been unable to 
silence Xiao Xuehui, it continues to make sure that 
words like these, which she wrote in 1993, will reach 
as few ears as possible:

The most serious threat to humanity today is the pro
longed disregard for human rights by systems of autoc
racy, which have stifled the consciousness and dampened 
the spirits of so many people. In order to protect human
ity, we must first safeguard human rights, for only then 
can w e really begin to speak about solving the many 
other problems facing human existence. □
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Drawn by:
S aw  Tin Aung Win,
Mae La FSP (Further Studies 
Program) School

Drawn by: Saw  A lpha, Mae La High School No. 1 
Poem:
If greed, love for power, and anger can come to an end,
This flourishing and wonderful world will be an ideal place to live.
But now it is ............
Written by: K yauk Yaing

Drawn by:
S aw  Klo Say, Mae La High School No.2 
Poem:
When you hear the sound of my horn,
March forward without hesitation.
O Karen people, be awake and march forward 
As the dawn breaks!
Written by: Tee Noe

Drawn by: S aw  Eh Ler,
Mae La Primary School No. 12
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P ostcards 
from  a  Refugee C am p

The drawings on these pages were made by students 
in the Mae La refugee camp, near the Thai-Burma 

border, and they were winners in a contest held at the 
camp in honor of the fiftieth anniversary of the Univer
sal Declaration of Human Rights. Some of the drawings 
make very clear what the children, who are members 
of the ethnic Karen minority, have suffered at the 
hands of the Burmese military junta. Others communi
cate the children’s hopes and aspirations and imagine a 
world in w hich they will be able to 
enjoy the “right to life, liberty, 
and security of person” 
envisioned by

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Right now, the peaceful world these children dream 

of seems far away. Since 1962, Burma has been ruled by 
a military dictatorship, which routinely violates trade 
union and human rights. In 1990, when Aung San Suu 
Kyi and the National League for Democracy over
whelmingly won democratic elections in Burma, they 
were prevented by the military from assuming leader
ship of the government. And Aung San Suu Kyi, who 
subsequently won the Nobel Peace Prize, has been 

held under virtual house arrest.
During these years, more than 

a million Burmese have

Drawn by: Sow  Tin Aung W in, Mae La FSP (Further Studies Program) School 
Poem:
To hold eternal power, the SPDC employs forced labor.
The people are in great trouble because of the brutality of the SPDC military junta. 
Written by: K yauk Yaing

Drawn by: S aw  Andy, Mae La Primary School No.l 
Poem:
Beautiful blue mountain surrounding 
The clear, chilly water of Salween 
Which set my mind at ease, these are all the inheritance, 
Given to me by my ancestors.
Written by: Tee Noe

Drawn by: Tav/ N a y  Htoo, Wankha High School 
Poem:
The military junta of Burma says,
"Soldiers are saving and protecting people's lives;
They are serving the people."
There is a big mistake.
Are speech and practice going in opposite directions?
Or, perhaps what I see and know are wrong because my vision is different 
from yours, junta.
Anyway, one should be wrong, you or me.
With love for the people,
The wrong doer should change what he does.
Written by: K yauk Yaing
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Your 
ticket out 

of the 
doghouse.

In a relationship, stuff hap
pens. W hen stuff happens, 
someone usually ends up in 
the doghouse. W hether or 
not you deserve to be there 
is another issue. W hat AFT 
PLUS is offering you is a 
ticket out—where things go 
from  th e re  is up  to  you. 
W ith  U N IO N  M EM BER 
FLOW ER SERVICE, AFT 
members receive a 15 per
cen t d iscoun t w ith  every 
order—m inim um  order in 
th e  U.S., $30. If you had 
forgotten the healing power 
of a delivery of flowers, just 
clip this ad and stick it in 
y o u r  w a lle t  for th e  t im e  
stuff happens to you.

I  - 8 8 8 - 6 6 7 - 7 7 7 9

fled across the border into Thai
land to escape atrocities commit
ted by the Burmese military and 
their allies. Some 200,000, mainly 
members of the Karen and Karenni 
ethnic minorities, now live in self- 
governing refugee camps located 
in Thailand, just over the Burmese 
border. The refugees face constant 
dangers and hardship. The children 
continue to go to school and teach
ers continue to teach them; but 
there are frequent military attacks 
on rice fields, schools, and villages. 
Last year, one of the camps was de
stroyed, and a child was killed. On 
February 19, 1999, several people 
were injured when Burmese troops 
shelled the area.

The AFT has a special relation
ship with the young teachers’ union 
in these  cam ps, the  Education 
Workers’ Union, Paan District. In 
May 1998, AFT Vice President Tom 
Hobart and Staffer Steve Fleischman 
visited the refugee camps, bringing 
computers and money to Karen and 
Karenni education workers. The 
teachers proposed using the money 
for animal husbandry and garden 
projects; and we have since gotten 
a letter describing how they and 
their students have planted veg
etable gardens, dug and stocked fish 
ponds, and started raising ducks, 
pigs, and chickens.

But we have a chance to do 
more. The prize-winning drawings 
reproduced on the previous pages 
have already been turned into post
cards, with the help of the Federa
tion of Trade Unions—Burma and 
AFT. Each postcard carried informa
tion about the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights in three languages, 
Burmese, Karen and Karenni; and 
cards were mailed into Burma and 
to communities of Burmese exiles 
around the world.

Now, American Educator plans 
to reissue the postcards for our 
readers and their friends. The full- 
co lor cards will be available in 
shrink-wrapped packets of eight 
cards (including the seven shown in 
this article, plus one additional 
card). The back of each card will 
give information about the student 
who created the picture and the ar
ticle from the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights that is depicted. 
The money from the sale of the 
cards w ill go d irec tly  to help  
schools and teachers in the camps.

When you buy one or more pack
ets of cards, you’ll be supporting 
projects that provide food and a fu
tu re  livelihood for Karen and 
Karenni teachers and students and 
an education  for the  ch ild ren  
whose lives and futures are uncer
tain in so many other ways.

Order a Set of Postcards 
and Help Burmese Students and Teachers

Please print

Name___________________________________________________________

Address_________________________________________________________

City________________________________________State_____ Zip___________

Home Phone (____ )_________________Work Phone (_____ ) _______________

Quantity_______________x $4/set = _______________ Total Cost includes S&H

Send check or money order payable to the AFT.

Clip and mail to:
AFT/Burma Postcards
555 New Jersey Avenue, N.W.
Washington DC 20001

□  In addition to the postcards, I would also like a free* copy of Burma, The 
Struggle for Democracy and Freedom: A Resource Guide for Teachers.

Z11 decline the postcard offer, but I would like to receive a free* copy of Burma, 
The Struggle for Democracy and Freedom: A Resource Guide for Teachers.

*Free to AFT members; $5 to non-members.
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H o lo c a u st

(Continued from  page 41)
major topic on which Holocaust research and discus
sion among Poles have yet to begin in earnest.

While universities are increasingly taking the issue 
seriously a change in the public school curriculum is 
only planned for the next academic year. Until now, 
the teachers who went to the trouble of coming up 
with more on their own were rare. At his high school 
in Warsaw, teacher Robert Szuchta gives his students 
old photos and maps and sends them out to locate 
places that were once part of the Jewish ghetto, de
molished by the Nazis. He shows them part of the 
film, “Shoah” in which old Poles, standing in front of a 
church, display their prejudices toward the murdered 
Jews. Then he gets his students to talk about what

they have seen.
“They try to justify the behavior of the Poles by at

tacking the others: The Jews were passive, the French 
deported Jews, and so on,” he says. “The important 
thing is to get them to think about it, to relate the 
Holocaust to situations today, like Bosnia and Kosovo.” 

A few blocks away from the conference, Wioletta 
Olesiuk, a schoolteacher from Biafystok, visits Cra
cow ’s old Jewish cemetery. Walking among tomb
stones with Hebrew inscriptions dating to the six
teenth century, she says she wants her students to 
know who the Jews were. Olesiuk’s interest in the his
tory of her former Jewish neighbors began when she 
started noticing unusual, once ornate buildings in cer
tain neighborhoods of Biafystok, left in ruins. “I began 
asking myself, why don’t they renovate these build
ings?” Finally she understood. The buildings had be

longed to the city’s now vanished 
Jewish community. Then, two years 
after the end of Communism, she at
tended a Polish production of the 
musical, “Fiddler on the Roof.” At the 
same time, she befriended a fellow 
teacher from Israel.

After a visit to the U.S. Holocaust 
Memorial Museum, in Washington,
D.C., she returned to Biatystok burst
ing with questions about the former 
Jewish community in her city. Local 
libraries and scholars provided few 
answers. “They were often uncom
fortable with the questions,” she says.

“Ten years ago I taught the Holo
caust like other teachers,” she says, 
“ten minutes during one 45-minute 
lesson.” Now Wioletta Olesiuk takes 
her students, who range in age from 
ten to fifteen, to visit a renovated 
synagogue in a nearby  tow n, to 
Bialystok’s former Jewish ghetto, and 
to the local history museum, where 
they see photographs documenting 
the Holocaust. Then she talks with 
her students about what they saw. 
“They are very em otional and re
lieved to talk,” she says. “They say, ‘I 
have my room, my bed. I like my life. 
The children in the ghetto d idn’t 
have that.’

“I can say I get them to look at 
things differently,” she says, with a 
hint of pride. But the same is not 
true of the prospective history teach
ers she instructs at Biafystok Univer
sity. “Most are not interested,” she 
says. “They never learned about the 
Holocaust in public school.”

For Robert Szuchta, Wioletta Ole
siuk, and a few others, modifications 
of the public school curriculum can
not come soon enough. Their hope 
is that the changes will be sufficient 
to help the next generation of young 
Poles see things differently. □

Two Who Teach the Holocaust

(Above) Wioletta Olesiuk, a lecturer in pedagogy at Biatystok University, 
who also teaches history in public school, exploring a historic Jewish 
cemetery> in Cracow. Unlike many Polish teachers, Olesiuk has devoted 
herself to finding out about the destruction o f Polish Jewry—and passing 
the knowledge on to her students. (Below) Robert Szuchta, a history 
teacher in a Warsaw high school, standing on the tracks over which 
millions o f Jews passed on their way to the Birkenau extermination 
camp. Szuchta believes that is it essential for his students to pu t aside 
their comfortable rationalizations and understand the Polish role in the 
Holocaust.

PHOTOGRAPHS B Y  MILOS KOCMAN
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Address

I City_____________________ State_____ Zip___________  I

■ Home Phone (_____)______________________________

* Work Phone (____ ) ______________________________

I Clip and mail to: I
• AFT Human Rights and Community Relations Department I 
1 555 New Jersey Avenue, N.W., Washington DC 20001 I

I Please allow 2 weeks for delivery. I
L- — — — — — — _ — — — — — — — — — — — _  —

(Published price $26; readers may purchase the book 
through the AFT for $ 12.)
Orders must be prepaid

Quantity______ x $ 1 2 = _____ Total Cost including S&H

Send check or money order payable to the AFT, or charge 
to my Visa or MasterCard #________________________

(please circle)

Exp. date__________  ___________________________
Authorized Signature

Please print

Name___________________________________________

You still have a 
chance...

togetyourcopyof 
in g  w ith  th e  W in d

By John Lewis

A bility  a n d  E x per tise

(Continued from  page 13)
knows about writing papers or solving arithmetic 
word problems, both in regard to the steps that are in
volved and how these steps can be executed effec
tively (Sternberg 1985, 1986, 1988; Sternberg and 
Swerling, 1996).

2. Learning skills. Learning skills are sometimes 
divided into explicit learning, which occurs when 
we make an effort to learn, and implicit learning, 
w hich occurs w hen we simply pick up informa
tion w ithou t any particu lar effort. Examples of 
learning skills are distinguishing relevant from ir
relevant information; putting together the relevant 
information; and relating new information to infor
m ation  already  s to red  in m em ory  (S te rn b erg , 
1985, 1986).

3. Thinking skills. There are three main sets of 
thinking skills. Critical (analytical) thinking skills in
clude analyzing, critiquing, judging, evaluating, com
paring and contrasting, and assessing. Creative think
ing skills include creating, discovering, inventing, 
imagining, supposing, and hypothesizing. Practical 
thinking skills include applying, using, and practicing 
(Sternberg, 1985, 1986, 1994,1997). They are the first 
step in translating thought into real-world action.

4. Knowledge. There are two main kinds of knowl
edge that are relevant in academic learning. Declara
tive knowledge is of facts, concepts, principles, laws, 
and the like. It is “knowing that.” Procedural knowl
edge is of procedures and strategies. It is “knowing 
how.” Of particular importance is procedural tacit 
knowledge, which involves knowing how the system 
in which one is operating functions (Sternberg, Wag
ner, Williams & Horvath, 1995).

5. Motivation. There are a number of different kinds 
of motivation, and in one or another of its forms, moti
vation is probably indispensable for school success. 
Without it, the student never even tries to learn (Mc
Clelland, 1985; McClelland, Atkinson, Clark, and Low
ell, 1976; Bandura, 1977, 1996; Amabile, 1996; Stern
berg and Lubart, 1996).

6. Context. All of the elements discussed above are 
characteristics of the learner. However, it is a mistake 
to assume, as conventional tests usually do, that fac
tors external to the student’s mastery of the material 
play no part in how well the student does on a test. 
Such contextual factors include whether the student 
is taking the test in his or her native language, 
whether the test emphasizes speedy performance, the 
importance to the student of success on the test, and 
the student’s familiarity with the kinds of material on 
the test.

Novices—beginning learners—work toward exper
tise through deliberate practice. But this practice re
quires an interaction of all five of the key elements in 
the model. At the center, driving the elements, is moti
vation. Without it, nothing happens. Motivation drives 
metacognitive skills, which in turn activate learning 
and thinking skills, which then provide feedback to
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the metacognitive skills, enabling the student’s level of 
expertise to increase (see also Sternberg, 1985). The 
declarative and procedural know ledge acquired 
through the extension of the thinking and learning 
skills also results in these skills being used more effec
tively in the future.

All of these processes are affected by, and can in 
turn affect, the context in which they operate. For 
example, if a learning experience is in English but 
the learner has only limited English proficiency, his 
or her learning will be inferior to that of someone 
with more advanced English language skills. Or if ma
terial is presented orally to someone who is a better 
visual learner, that individual’s performance will be 
reduced.

Eventually, as the five elements influence one an
other, the student reaches a kind of expertise at 
which he or she becomes a reflective practitioner 
who is able to consciously use a certain set of skills. 
But expertise occurs at many levels. The expert first- 
year graduate or law student, for example, is still a far 
cry from the expert professional. People thus cycle 
through many times, on the way to successively 
higher levels of expertise.

Im plications for the C lassroom
The model of abilities as a form of developing exper
tise has a number of immediate implications for educa
tion, in general, and classroom practice, in particular.

First, teachers and all who use ability and achieve
ment tests should stop distinguishing between what 
the two kinds of tests assess. The measurements are 
not different in kind but only in the point at which 
they are being made.

Second, tests measure achieved levels of developing 
expertise. No test—of abilities or anything else—can 
specify the highest level a student can achieve.

Third, different kinds of assessments—multiple- 
choice, short answer, performance-based, portfolio— 
complement one another in assessing multiple aspects 
of developing expertise. There is no one “right” kind 
of assessment.

Fourth, instruction should be geared not just to
ward imparting a knowledge base, but toward devel
oping reflective analytical, creative, and practical 
thinking with a knowledge base. Students learn better 
when they think to learn, even when their learning is 
assessed with straightforward multiple-choice mem
ory assessments (Sternberg, Torff, and Grigorenko, 
1998).

The model I’ve proposed here views students as 
novices who are capable of becoming experts in a va
riety of areas. The traditional model, which posits 
fixed individual differences—and typically bases the 
kind of instruction a student gets on these differ
ences—holds many students back from attaining the 
expertise they are capable of. It is true that for various 
reasons (including, perhaps, genetic as well as environ
mentally based differences), not all individuals will 
reach the same ultimate level of expertise. But they 
should all be given the opportunity to reach new lev
els of com petence well beyond what they, and in 
some cases, others may think possible. The fact that

Billy and Jimmy have different IQs tells us something 
about differences in what they now do. It does not tell 
us anything about what ultimately they will be able to 
achieve. □
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Breakthrough!
Assess Reading 
or Math at the 

Touch of a Button

Introducing STAR Reading™ and STAR 
Math™, the new computer-adaptive 
tests that assess student levels in 

15 minutes or less! STAR Reading and 
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Send to: Advantage Learning Systems, Inc., P.O. Box 8036 
Wisconsin Rapids, Wl 54495-8036 

Or phone (800) 338-4204, ext. 7308

C h a r ter s

(Continued from  page 24)

public schools, charter schools may 
be working best for middle-class 
families who live in neighborhoods 
that probably already have decent 
public schools. Policymakers have a 
lot of work ahead of them if they 
propose to bring charter school re
form in California in line with its 
rhetoric. □
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American Educator, 5 5 5  
New Jersey Ave., N.W, Wash
ington, D.C. 20001 or via e- 
mail to shendric@aft.org. Let
ters selected may be edited 
for space and clarity.
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Just For You!
These and Several 

Hundred others.
For Friends and 

Family too!
1- 800- 774-9162

Alfred Hitchcock Mystery 33.97 25.97
All About You (teen girls) 19.94 9.97
Allure 15.00 11.97'
Amer. Square Dance 22.50 16.00
American Baby 23.94 13.97
American Health for Women 18.97 12.97
American Photo 21.00 12.95
Aquarium Fish 24.97 15.97
Architectural Digest 39.95 29.95 '
Artist's Mag [10 issues] 20.00 13.47
Asimov’s Science Fiction 33.97 27.97
The Atlantic 17.95 9.95
Audio 26.00 14.97
Automobile 19.94 11.95
Autoweek 32.00 19.95
Backpacker 27.00 19.94 *
Baseball Digest 23.94 19.96
Basketball Digest 23.94 15.97
Better Homes 1 yr 19.00 13.97

& Gardens 2yrs 19.00

The World's 
most 
popular 
health 
magazine to TAKE OFf WEIGHT

12 issues just $15.94

52 Weekly 
issues
including the 
special guides.

2 “  U P
Just $22.50 for our members

19.97 12.97
19.97 15.97 
23.94 11.97

15.00 12.00* 
29.95 14.98

Bicycling 19.97 13.97*
Bird Talk 26.97 15.97
Black Enterprise 19.95 14.95 
Boating 28.00 21.97
BonAppetit 20.00 15.00*
Business 2.0 19.95 12.00
Business Week 54.95 35.00 * 
Car Craft 19.94 9.97
Car & Driver 21.94 11.97
Car Stereo Review 24.94 17.97 
Cat Fancy 25.97 15.97
Chicago 19.90 9.95
Child 12.97 7.97
Colonial Homes 17.97 9.97* 
Computer Gaming World 28.00 19.97 
Conde Nast Traveler 18.00 11.97* 
Consumer Reports 26.00 26.00 
Country Living Gardener 19.97 14.97 *

Crayola Kids (4-11)
Creative Classroom 
Cruise Travel 
Cruising World (sailing) 28.00 14.00 
Details 
Discover 
Disney Adventures (7-14) 19.95 14.95 
Dog Fancy 25.97 15.97
Ebony 20.00 10.97
Economist 125.00 85.00*
Electronic Gaming Monthly 25.00 19.99 
Elle 28.00 14.00
Elle Decor 29.00 19.97
Ellery Queen Mystery 33.97 25.97

*  These rates for teachers 
and college students only.

Publication Usual
Price

Your
Price

Esquire 15.94 9.97 '
Essence 22.00 18.96
Family Circle 19.98 16.98
Family Fun 16.95 9.95
Family Life 19.94 9.97
Family PC 15.00 9.95
Field & Stream 15.94 11.97
Fitness Swimmer 19.94 17.94 “
Football Digest 23.94 16.63

The latest in ^  |_\̂ y 
ideas, events, 
culture and 
current 
issues.

Full year - just $22.98

Publication Usual
Price

Your
Price

Mountain Bike (Rodale] 19.97 12.97
New Age Journal 24.00 18.00
New Woman 16.97 12.00
New York Sportsman 19.94 9.97
New York 1 V

2 yrs
42.00 21.50

43.00
New Yorker 1 ^

2 yrs
39.95 22.98

45.96
Newsweek 55iss

108 ISS
43.45 24.99

48.99
Old House Journal 27.00 13.97
Organic Gardening 19.96 15.96
Outdoor Photographer 19.94 10.98
Parenting 15.00 8.97
Parents 17.90 9.97
PC Computing 25.00 14.99
PC Magazine 50.00 26.97

Publication

Tennis

Time 1 V
2 yrs

TimeOut - New York 
Today’s Homeowner 
Town & Country

Usual Your
Price Price
23.94 11.97 
73.99 39.97*

79.97 *
39.94 19.97
18.94 11.97 
24.00 15.00*

Just 
added 
to our 
list at 
the

low, low rate of $12.00

Traditional Home 20.00 16.97 
Travel Holiday 17.94 9.97

Forbes 59.95 38.00
Foreign Affairs 44.00 32.00
Fortune 59.95 29.98
George 24.00 17.76
Glamour 16.00 11.97
Golf Digest 27.94 16.77
Golf for Women 16.97 13.97
Golf Magazine 23.94 13.97
Golf World 53.97 29.97
Good Housekeeping 21.97 12.00
Gourmet 20.00 15.00
GQ 20.00 18.00
Harper’s Bazaar 19.97 12.00
Harper's Magazine 21.00 11.97
Health 19.97 11.97
Health, Money & Travel 24.00 17.76
Heart & Soul 16.97 14.97
Herbs for Health 24.00 19.95
Home 24.00 12.00
Home Office Computing 19.97 9.99
House Beautiful 19.97 12.00
House & Garden 18.00 15.00
Humpty Dumpty (ages 4-6) 17.95 12.97

.-American 
Federation of
TEACHERS
I SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES Wi

1 - 8 0 0 - 7 7 4 - 9 1 6 2
Box 258 » Greenvale, NY 11 548

Petersen's Photographic 23.94 11.97
Popular Mechanics 21.97 12.00*
Popular Photography 19.94 11.97
Popular Science 18.94 13.94
Premiere 21.94 14.95
Prevention 21.97 15.94*
Psychology Today 21.00 15.97
Redbook 17.97 10.00*
Reptiles 27.97 15.97

U.S. News 1 44.75 22.50
2 yrs 44.75

Vanity Fair 18.00 11.97
Vegetarian Times 29.95 19.95
Victoria 21.97 15.00
Vogue 28.00 17.97

■ Best Titles 
•LOW EST Rates 

• Easy Ordering

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

& Fri. til 5pm ET
^s itjts o fU h e ^w e b jv w w ^u ^m a ^^o m /a ^

Inc. 19.00 14.95 Road & Track 21.94 11.97
Instructor 19.95 14.95 Rolling Stone 25.95 15.97
Interview 20.00 12.00 Runner’s World 24.00 19.88
Islands Magazine 19.97 15.97 Saltwater Sportsman 24.95 16.97
Jet Magazine 38.00 26.00 Scuba Diving (Rodale’s) 19.97 11.97
Kid City (ages 6-9) 19.90 14.97 Self 16.00 11.97
Kiplinger’s Personal Finance 23.95 14.97 Sesame Street (ages 2-5] 19.90 17.50
Ladies Home Journa 17.97 9.99 * Seventeen 19.95 14.35
Latina 20.00 14.97 Ski or Skiing 13.94 9.97
Mademoiselle 16.00 11.97 * Skin Diver 19.94 9.97
Marie Claire 17.97 12.00 * SmartMoney 24.00 15.00
McCall’s 15.94 8.99 Snow Country 15.97 9.77
Metropolitan Home 19.94 12.97 Sport 19.94 9.97
Midwest Living 18.00 14.97 Sports Afield 13.97 9.97
Mirabella 19.94 9.97 Sports Illustrated 81.95 40.98
Modern Bride 17.97 11.97 The Weekly Standard 79.96 47.96
Money 39.89 23.96 * Stereophile 35.00 19.97
Mother Earth News 18.00 12.96 Teaching Pre K-8 23.97 16.97
Mother Jones 18.00 12.00 Technology & Learning 24.00 14.00
Motor Trend 23.94 11.97 Teen 19.94 9.97
Motorboating & Sailing 15.97 9.97 * Teen Beat 19.95 16.95

V is it  ou r w ebs ite  at wuw.buymags.com/aft

Each 
of these 
outstanding 
home design 
titles is 
yours for 
$15.00 or 
less for 
the full 
year.

^IropolilaS 
Home

WildBird 23.97 15.97
Windows 24.94 16.97
Wine Enthusiast 32.95 19.95
Wired 39.95 19.98
Woman’s Day 17.97 8.99
Women’s Sports & Fitness (9iss; 22.50 11.97
Working Mother 12.97 9.97
Working Woman 15.00 9.97
World Press Review 24.97 16.97
Worth 15.00 11.97
Writer’s Digest [10 issues 20.00 12.47
YAHOO! Internet Life 24.97 19.99
YM 20.00 12.97
Hundreds o f Others Just Ask!

F o r ren e w a ls  in c lu d e  a m a ilin g  la b e l, if  avai

W jfr
Name

AFT SUBSCRIPTION SERVICES 
Box 258 • Greenvale, NY 11548 

1 - 800- 774-9162

A d d ress
I 
I
| City, State, Zip_
|Jv>

Your School

Home Phone ( S9903

ab le . S u b sc r ip  io n s  u su a lly  b eg in  w ith in  45 - 60 days.

Publication Nam* Years Prize

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

□  Visa □  M asterCard Q Discover □  Amex
Exp.

Acct: ________________________________  Date: ____

□  Please bill me (phone # zequired)



Building 
Belter Sthools
It's Union Work

% oin thousands of your colleagues at ^u.EST‘^% AFT's premier 
1 professional issues conference. This year's ^u.E.S~Tspotlights our 

V /  changing role as a union and the kind of work we can do to 
make our schools better. Plan to come, and bring along your local or 
state leadership and some of your reform-minded members to take 
advantage of this opportunity to discuss the future direction of your 
union. Better yet, invite your district or state partners in reform as 
well, and explore how to address the challenging issues that you 
must face together, as you build better schools.

Special ^ u.esT ‘^9 features include:

■  Nationally acclaimed speakers on standards-based professional 
development, defining quality research, federal education 
initiatives, the union's role in building better schools, and more.

■  Theme-based workshop tracks on such issues as teacher quality, 
redesigning low-performing schools, high school reform, reading 
instruction, assessment, and technology.

■  A  Resource Center and a "hands-on" Technology Center.

■  Special opportunities for district and state teams to meet with consultants

For information and registration materials write:
3uEST’̂
AFT Educational Issues Department 
555 New Jersey Avenue N. W.
Washington, D. C. 20001

or check the AFT W eb page at h ttp ://w w w .aft.o rg  for further details 
and the latest program updates.

July 8-11, 1999 
Washington Hilton and Towers 
Washington, D. C.

http://www.aft.org

