5 Approaches to Curriculum Development
Focus Questions
1. How should school leaders apply curriculum theory and research during the curriculum development process?
2. What is the nature of curriculum development at the macro and micro levels?
3. What are the differences between subject-centered and student-centered curricula?
4. What is the role of standards in the curriculum development process and how might school leaders’ understanding of standards shape curriculum development?
5. What are some arguments for and against higher standards for the curriculum?
6. What are some recent trends in curriculum development?
7. What role can students play in curriculum development?
From your reading of Chapters 1 through 4, you now understand the significance of goals and values and the three bases of curriculum planning—social forces, human development, and learning and learning styles. A major aim of this chapter, then, is to move from planning the curriculum to developing (or writing) the curriculum.
The title of Franklin Bobbitt’s classic work, How to Make a Curriculum (1924), might suggest that developing a curriculum is a straightforward process. According to Bobbitt, a curriculum should be developed “scientifically” by analyzing the daily activities of adult life and then creating behavioral objectives for those activities.
Bobbitt’s approach suggests that one need only apply curriculum theory and research to the processes of curriculum development. However, curriculum theory and research do not set forth, in cookbook fashion, exactly how one should develop a curriculum. Instead, it may be helpful to think of curriculum theory and research as providing “rules of thumb” for a school leader to follow as he or she provides leadership for curriculum development.
Clearly, there is no single right way to develop a curriculum. As John Dewey points out in “The Sources of a Science of Education” in this chapter, “No conclusion of scientific research can be converted into an immediate rule of educational art. For there is no educational practice whatever which is not highly complex; that is to say, which does not contain many other conditions and factors than are included in the scientific finding.” The significance of any one research study for educational practice, then, can be determined only as the results of that study are balanced with an understanding of the “conditions and factors” that influence the situation. Connections among research results and surrounding environmental influences should be made until they reciprocally confirm and illuminate one another, or until each gives the other added meaning.
When these connecting principles are understood, the curriculum leader is more likely to make the “best” decisions throughout the curriculum development process. To make such informed decisions, Dewey (1904, p. 10) maintains elsewhere that educators should acquire and develop a fundamental mental process, the ultimate aim of which is “the intellectual method and material of good workmanship.” According to Dewey, this intellectual method is the criterion against which educational decisions—from curriculum development to selecting instructional strategies—should be made. Dewey also suggests several personal dispositions that characterize those who use the method: intellectual independence (p. 16) and responsibility, initiative, skill in scholarship (p. 21), willingness to be a “thoughtful and alert” student of education (p. 15), and a spirit of inquiry. In addition, Dewey stresses the need to develop the “habit of viewing the entire curriculum as a continuous growth, reflecting the growth of mind itself” (p. 26).
Approaches to Curriculum Development
The articles on goals and values and the three bases of the curriculum in the first four chapters of this book make it evident that a school leader can follow many different designs in planning a curriculum. These designs are not mutually exclusive; they can be used together or separately to address various types of curricular goals, differences among learners, and different types of knowledge.
There is no easy-to-follow set of procedures for developing a curriculum. While there are many “models” for curriculum design, none are intended to provide step-by-step procedures for developing curricula. However, Ralph Tyler’s classic text, Basic Principles of Curriculum and Instruction, contained four salient questions, now known as the “Tyler rationale,” that must be considered, in some fashion, at least, when planning a curriculum:
1. What educational purposes should the school seek to attain?
2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to attain these purposes?
3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized?
4. How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained? (Tyler, 1949, p. 1)
The Tyler rationale has been used by many curriculum leaders as a set of general guidelines for developing a curriculum; however, others have criticized the rationale as being a linear, means-end model that oversimplifies the complexities of curriculum planning. They believe the Tyler rationale underestimates the complexities of curriculum development. The rationale advocates a straightforward, step-by-step process that, in reality, is difficult to follow in the “real” world of schools. Nevertheless, Tyler’s classic work has been used by many school leaders to bring some degree of order and focus to the curriculum development process. Thus, as curriculum theorists Francis P. Hunkins and Patricia A. Hammill (1994, p. 7) observe, “Despite all the criticism of Tyler, his thinking is still dominant in schools across the nation.”
When first introduced, Tyler’s model represented a modern view of curriculum design. Developing the curriculum, according to Tyler, required a mechanical, rational approach that could be followed systematically in any context, with any group of students. Today, however, postmodernist views of the world are leading to curriculum designs that are based on diverse voices, meanings, and points of view. As Hunkins and Hammill (1994) point out:
we are realizing with increasing sophistication that life is organic, not mechanical; the universe is dynamic, not stable; the process of curriculum development is not passive acceptance of steps, but evolves from action within the system in particular contexts; and that goals emerge oftentimes from the very experiences in which people engage. (p. 10)
Similarly, in “Teachers, Public Life, and Curriculum Reform” in this chapter, Henry A. Giroux points out that “the language of curriculum, like other discourses, does not merely reflect a pregiven reality; on the contrary, it selectively offers depictions of the larger world through representations that people struggle over to name what counts as knowledge, what counts as communities of learning, what social relationships matter, and what visions of the future can be represented as legitimate.”
The Focus of Curriculum Development
When providing leadership for curriculum development, the leader should understand two dimensions of curriculum development: the target and the time orientation (see Figure 5.1). The target of curriculum development may be at the macro or the micro level.
At the macro level, decisions about the content of the curriculum apply to large groups of students. National goals for education and state-level curriculum standards are examples of macro level curricular decisions. At the micro level, curriculum decisions are made that apply to groups of students in a particular school or classroom. To some extent, all teachers are micro-level curriculum developers—that is, they make numerous decisions about the curricular experiences they provide students in their classrooms.
Another dimension of curriculum development is the time orientation—does the curriculum focus on the present or the future? In addition to national goals and state-level curriculum standards, the semester-long, monthly, or unit plans that teachers make are examples of future-oriented curriculum development. Present-oriented curriculum development usually occurs at the classroom level and is influenced by the unique needs of specific groups of students. The daily or weekly curriculum decisions and lesson plans that teachers make are examples of present-oriented curriculum development.
Student-Centered versus Subject-Centered Curricula
A key concern in curriculum development is whether greater emphasis should be given to the requirements of the subject area or to the needs of the students. It is helpful to imagine where a school curriculum might be placed on the following continuum.


Figure 5.1 Two Dimensions of Curriculum Development: The Target and Time Orientation
Source: Forrest W. Parkay and Beverly Stanford, Becoming a Teacher, 7th ed. Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2007, p. 358.
Although no curriculum is entirely subject- or student-centered, curricula vary considerably in the degree to which they emphasize one or the other. The subject-centered curriculum places primary emphasis on the logical order of the discipline students are to study. The teacher of such a curriculum is a subject-matter expert and is primarily concerned with helping students understand the facts, laws, and principles of the discipline. Subject-centered curricula are more typical of high school education.
Some teachers develop curricula that reflect greater concern for students and their needs. Though teachers of the student-centered curriculum also teach content, they emphasize the growth and development of students. This emphasis is generally more typical of elementary school curricula.
Curriculum Leadership Strategy
A major challenge of keeping students engaged in various curricula is maintaining their interest, especially when the material is largely subject-centered. When presenting material to students, look for approaches that make the subject material relevant and timely. Strategies include examples from current events, students’ personal experiences, and real-world scenarios or case studies.
The Curriculum Development Process
The process of developing a curriculum usually begins with an examination of the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values students should exhibit on completion of a unit of study. The following are among the factors curriculum leaders should consider at this stage of the curriculum development process:
· The desired balance between the acquisition of content and mastery of processes
· Sequencing of content
· Students’ prior knowledge
· Identifying methods for assessing student learning
· Short-term versus long-term performance
· Quality versus quantity
The Appendix on page 260 presents a “generic” plan for developing a unit of study. At minimum, a plan for a unit of study should include the following six elements:
1. Introduction
2. Objectives
3. Content of Unit
4. Methods and Activities
5. Teaching Materials and/or Resources
6. Assessment of Student Learning
Standards and Curriculum Development
Since the 1990s, curriculum development has focused increasingly on higher, “world-class” standards. Standards-based education (SBE) is premised on the belief that all students are capable of meeting high standards.
In the past, expectations for students from poor families and students from minority groups were sometimes lower than for other students. Today, SBE is seen as a way of ensuring that excellence and equity become part of our nation’s public school system. As President George W. Bush pointed out prior to his election for a second term in 2004: “The educational divide [between African Americans and Hispanic students and white students] is caused by the soft bigotry of low expectations” (Bush, 2004, 114). Similarly, in “A Principal Looks Back: Standards Matter” in this chapter, Kim Marshall reflects on 15 years as principal of an inner-city elementary school and notes that “the absence of meaningful external standards before 1998 prevented our strenuous and thoughtful efforts [at school improvement] from having much traction.”
In response to the call for higher standards, state departments of education, school districts, and schools undertook numerous curricular reforms and developed more exacting, authentic methods for assessing student learning. Typically, “higher standards” was interpreted by parents, the public, and lawmakers to mean that teachers should expect more of their students. Toward this end, various macro-level mandates were made: detailed statements of the knowledge and skills students were to acquire under the more rigorous standards; higher test scores to receive passing grades or to be promoted to the next level; and more English, science, and mathematics. Since 2007, all states have adopted state standards for what students should know and be able to do. For example, here are standards in geometry from three states:
Colorado: Students use geometric concepts, properties, and relationships in problem-solving situations and communicate the reasoning used in solving these problems.
North Dakota: Students understand and apply geometric concepts and spatial relationships to represent and solve problems in mathematical and nonmathematical situations.
Wyoming: Students apply geometric concepts, properties, and relationships in problem-solving situations. Students communicate the reasoning used in solving these problems.
Responses to SBE have been mixed. On the one hand, advocates of higher standards agreed with observers such as Diane Ravitch, educational historian and author of National Standards in American Education: A Citizen’s Guide (1995),who points out that:
· Standards can improve achievement by clearly defining what is to be taught and what kind of performance is expected.
· Standards (national, state, and local) are necessary for equality of opportunity.
· National standards provide a valuable coordinating function.
· Standards and assessments provide consumer protection by supplying accurate information to students and parents.
· Standards and assessments serve as an important signaling device to students, parents, teachers, employers, and colleges (Ravitch, 1996, pp. 134–135).
On the other hand, numerous concerns were expressed by opponents of the effort to develop “world-class” standards for America’s educational system. The following are among the arguments these critics raised:
· Higher standards further bias educational opportunities in favor of students from advantaged backgrounds, intensify the class-based structure of American society, and increase the disparities between rich and poor schools.
· Raising standards might eventually lead to the development of a national curriculum, thereby increasing the role of federal government in education.
· The push for higher standards is fueled by conservative political groups that wish to undo educational gains made by historically underrepresented groups.
· Preoccupation with raising standards diverts attention from more meaningful educational reform.
· “World-class” standards are often vague and not linked to valid assessments and scoring rubrics.
Perhaps the most controversial standards to come forth during the 1990s were those developed for U.S. and world history by the National Center for History in the Schools. Immediately after the standards were issued in 1994, conservative groups, including the Council for Basic Education, asserted that the standards covered discrimination experienced by minority groups and women, while they omitted certain historical figures and positive features of the westward expansion and other aspects of American life. Some critics even charged that the standards were so “politically correct” that they reflected an anti-Western bias. In response to such widespread criticism, the center rewrote the standards, this time with input from the Council for Basic Education, 33 national education organizations, and more than 1,000 educators. The revised standards were issued in 1996 with endorsements from many groups that were critical of the previous standards.
Content and Performance Standards
Standards documents prepared by state education agencies, local school districts, and professional associations typically refer to two types of standards—content standards and performance standards. Content standards, as the term implies, refer to the agreed-on content—or knowledge and skills—students should acquire in different academic areas. A common phrase in standards documents is that content standards represent “what students should know and be able to do.”
Content standards are often subdivided into benchmarks (frequently called indicators). Benchmarks are content standards that are presented as specific statements of what students should understand and be able to do at specific grade levels or developmental stages. The following is an example of a benchmark: “at the end of the eighth grade, the student understands basic properties of two- and three-dimensional figures.” In addition, many standards documents refer to performance standards. A performance standard specifies “how good is good enough.” Performance standards are used to assess the degree to which students have attained standards in an academic area.
Performance standards require teacher judgment about the quality of performance or level of proficiency required. Performance standards differ from content standards because performance standards reflect levels of proficiency. A performance standard for evaluating students’ written essays, for example, might be as follows: 5=outstanding,4=exemplary,3=proficient,2=progressing5=outstanding,4=exemplary,3=proficient,2=progressing, and 1=standard1=standardnot met.
Standards Developed by Professional Associations
In addition to national, state, and local efforts to raise standards, professional associations are playing a key role in SBE by developing standards that reflect the knowledge, skills, and attitudes students should acquire in the subject-matter disciplines. In many cases, professional associations have developed specific grade-level performance standards. These standards include statements that reflect desired levels of achievement, quality of performance, or level of proficiency. In addition, professional associations have developed classroom activities related to standards.
Educational stakeholders can use standards developed by professional associations in the following ways.
· State departments of education, school districts, and schools can use the standards as a guide for developing curricula and assessments of student learning.
· Teachers can use standards to (1) develop goals and objectives for units and courses, (2) evaluate their teaching, and (3) develop ideas for instructional activities and classroom assessments.
· Parents and community members can use standards to assess the quality of education in their local schools and to monitor the achievement levels of their children.
Aligning Curricula and Textbooks with Standards
An important part of curriculum leadership involves “aligning” curricula and textbooks with national and state standards and “curriculum frameworks.” Curriculum alignment may take two forms. A curriculum is horizontally aligned when teachers within a specific grade level coordinate instruction across disciplines and examine their school’s curriculum to ensure that course content and instruction dovetail across and/or within subject areas. A curriculum is vertically aligned when subjects are connected across grade levels so that students experience increasingly complex instructional programs as they move through the grades.
Like school leaders and teachers, textbook publishers and authors have been influenced significantly by the development of academic standards throughout the nation. Since the “bottom line” for publishing companies is making a profit, they pay close attention to the calls of educational policymakers for more rigorous standards in our nation’s schools.
Many publishers are revising their textbooks so they are in alignment with state standards and curriculum frameworks, particularly in populous states that make statewide adoptions of textbooks, such as California and Texas. In states such as these, school districts can only purchase textbooks that are on state textbook adoption lists.
Since highly populated states influence publishers more than less populated states, it has been observed that “As California and Texas go [regarding the development of state-approved textbook adoption lists], so goes the rest of the nation.”
Curriculum Leadership Strategy
State and national standards are likely to change as policies and people in office change. Rather than seeing each change as “just another hoop to jump through,” think of changing standards as an opportunity to reevaluate curricula and assess progress. New goals can often be drafted and existing benchmarks evaluated in a manner that makes meaning of what occurs in the school day-to-day.
To address many of the standards discussed above, LaQuanda Brown writes in “The Case for Teacher-Led Improvement” in this chapter’s Leaders’ Voices article that, “Teachers and principals must be creative, systemic thinkers and learners, and collaborative leaders. They must be willing to implement solutions that are nontraditional, speak to the needs and interests of the students, and address the summative and formative data that answer to the state and federal mandates and guidelines that outline the responsibilities of successful schools.” It is through collaborative leading that standards are aligned with curricula and student learning is assessed in a meaningful way that will directly influence the curricula.
Curriculum Frameworks
A curriculum framework is a document, usually published by a state education agency, that provides guidelines, recommended instructional and assessment strategies, suggested resources, and models for school leaders and teachers to use as they develop curricula that are aligned with national and state standards. Curriculum frameworks are usually written by teams of teachers and state agency personnel, and they serve as a bridge between national and state standards and local curriculum and instructional strategies. In Alaska, for example, curriculum frameworks in digital format and “Frameworks Resource Kits” in specific subjects are given to teachers by the Department of Education and Early Development. The digital format provides state-of-the-art information in different formats, including video clips of educators explaining standards-based curricula.
Standards and No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
In 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation. High standards are a key element of NCLB. As President Bush said immediately after his election to a second term in 2004: “We must continue to work on education reform to bring high standards and accountability, not just to elementary schools, but to the high schools as well” (White House News Conference, November 4, 2004). However, prior to his election as the 44th President of the United States, Barack Obama suggested that, under his administration, NCLB might be revised: “[Teachers] feel betrayed and frustrated by No Child Left Behind. We shouldn’t reauthorize it without changing it fundamentally. We left the money behind for [NCLB]… . We can find new ways to increase pay that are developed with teachers, not imposed on them and not based on some arbitrary test score. That’s how we’re going to close the achievement gap” (retrieved from www.barackobama.com/issues/education/index.php).
Rather than emphasize academic goals per se, the NCLB reform bill mandated statewide testing in reading and mathematics each year in grades 3–8, with schools held accountable for students’ performance on state proficiency tests. Key features of NCLB include the following:
· States create their own standards for what a child should know and learn for all grades. Standards must be developed in math and reading immediately. Standards must also be developed for science by the 2005–06 school year.
· With standards in place, states must test every student’s progress toward those standards by using tests that are aligned with the standards. Beginning in the 2002–03 school year, schools must administer tests in each of three grade spans: grades 3–5, grades 6–9, and grades 10–12 in all schools. Beginning in the 2005–06 school year, tests must be administered every year in grades 3 through 8 in math and reading. Beginning in the 2007–08 school year, science achievement must also be tested.
· Each state, school district, and school will be expected to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) toward meeting state standards. This progress will be measured for all students by sorting test results for students who are economically disadvantaged, are from racial or ethnic minority groups, have disabilities, or have limited English proficiency.
· School and district performance will be publicly reported in district and state report cards. Individual school results will be on the district report cards.
· If the district or school continually fails to make Adequate Yearly Progress toward the standards, then they will be held accountable (U.S. Department of Education, 2002).
· While the NCLB Act allows each of the 50 states to select the test it wishes to use, the Gallup Poll of the Public’s Attitudes toward the Public Schools revealed that 68 percent of respondents favor requiring all 50 states to use a nationally standardized test (Rose and Gallup, 2002)
Students and Curriculum Development
As pointed out in Chapter 1, learners should be clearly aware of the goals being sought by their teachers and the goals embedded in the curriculum they are experiencing. In addition, though, learners formulate their own curricular goals throughout the process of instruction.
While the goals teachers use to guide their planning and those sought by the learners need not be identical, they should overlap. The teacher’s and learners’ goals for a learning experience must be understood by both the teacher and the learners, and the goals must be compatible or they are not likely to be achieved. An effective way to achieve this congruence is through some form of student–teacher planning. As Glen Hass states in “Who Should Plan the Curriculum?” in this chapter, the student is the “major untapped resource in curriculum planning.”
To attain a variety of curricular goals and objectives, accomplished teachers have developed a broad repertoire of models of teaching that complement their student–teacher planning. They have, as David T. Gordon points out in “The Limits of Ideology: Curriculum and the Culture Wars” in this chapter, “techniques in their teaching repertoire that reflect how children learn and make sense of things.” In actual practice, each model in the repertoire is eclectic—in other words, a combination of two or more models of teaching. In Chapter 6, models of teaching are described that are based on behavioral psychology, human development, cognitive processes, and social interactions.
Criterion Questions—Curriculum Development
The articles in this chapter present varying perspectives on the processes of curriculum development, which should reflect careful consideration of goals and values and all three of the curriculum bases. The following are among the criterion questions that can be derived from the different perspectives on curriculum development presented in this chapter:
1. Does the curriculum reflect an appropriate balance between subject-centeredness and student-centeredness?
2. Does the curriculum reflect a desired balance between acquisition of content and mastery of processes?
3. Are clear, appropriately high standards reflected in the curriculum?
4. Does the curriculum development process consider students’ prior knowledge?
5. Does the curriculum include methods for assessing student learning?
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Appendix “Generic” Plan for a Unit of Study
Teacher                                     Grade Level                           Subject                                         
Unit Topic                                               Length of Time                                                   
1. Introduction: What is the nature and scope of the unit? How will the unit benefit students? Briefly, what skills, concepts, issues, and activities will the unit address?
2. Objectives: (expected learning outcomes—i.e., what will students be expected to be able to do? Objectives can cover the cognitive, psychomotor, and affective domains).
a. What do I expect students to be able to do?
b. What changes in students’ behavior do I wish to see?
c. What should each be able to do to demonstrate mastery of each objective in the unit?
3. Content of Unit
a. What topics will I cover in my teaching? When will I teach those topics?
b. Skills, topics, subtopics, concepts, issues, information, and so on, covered in unit.
c. List of activities and time for each (e.g., 1 week, 2 class sessions).
4. Methods and Activities
a. How am I going to teach the unit?
b. What methods will I use (e.g., large-group discussions, cooperative learning groups, discovery learning, mastery learning, etc.)?
c. In what activities will students participate (e.g., preparing oral and/or written reports, working in small committees, going on field trips, playing educational games, listening to guest speakers, etc.)?
5. Teaching Materials and/or Resources
a. What materials and/or resources will I need to teach the unit?
b. What materials will students need?
c. What textbooks, software, or reference materials will be used?
6. Assessment of Student Learning
a. How will I measure and evaluate students’ progress or achievement?
b. How will I know if I have achieved the objectives for the unit?
c. What assessments will I use to measure students’ learning (quizzes, tests, observations of classroom behavior, portfolios, projects, performances, etc.)?
The Sources of a Science of Education
JOHN DEWEY (1859–1952)
Abstract
Dewey suggests that “science” can be seen as a systematic method of inquiry within an area of professional practice. Thus, educational activities such as curriculum planning, instruction, and the organization and administration of schools may be said to be “scientific” if they are done systematically, with particular attention to a rigorous intellectual technique. However, science should not be seen as providing rules that should be applied to the art of education; instead, science enriches professional judgment and provides a wider range of alternatives that can be applied to educational problems.
Education as a Science
The title may suggest to some minds that it begs a prior question: Is there a science of education? And still more fundamentally, Can there be a science of education? Are the procedures and aims of education such that it is possible to reduce them to anything properly called a science? Similar questions exist in other fields. The issue is not unknown in history; it is raised in medicine and law. As far as education is concerned, I may confess at once that I have put the question in its apparently question-begging form in order to avoid discussion of questions that are important but that are also full of thorns and attended with controversial divisions.
It is enough for our purposes to note that the word “science” has a wide range.
There are those who would restrict the term to mathematics or to disciplines in which exact results can be determined by rigorous methods of demonstration. Such a conception limits even the claims of physics and chemistry to be sciences, for according to it the only scientific portion of these subjects is the strictly mathematical. The position of what are ordinarily termed the biological sciences is even more dubious, while social subjects and psychology would hardly rank as sciences at all, when measured by this definition. Clearly we must take the idea of science with some latitude. We must take it with sufficient looseness to include all the subjects that are usually regarded as sciences. The important thing is to discover those traits in virtue of which various fields are called scientific. When we raise the question in this way, we are led to put emphasis upon methods of dealing with subject-matter rather than to look for uniform objective traits in subject matter. From this point of view, science signifies, I take it, the existence of systematic methods of inquiry, which, when they are brought to bear on a range of facts, enable us to understand them better and to control them more intelligently, less haphazardly and with less routine.
No one would doubt that our practices in hygiene and medicine are less casual, less results of a mixture of guess work and tradition, than they used to be, nor that this difference has been made by development of methods of investigating and testing. There is an intellectual technique by which discovery and organization of material go on cumulatively, and by means of which one inquirer can repeat the researches of another, confirm or discredit them, and add still more to the capital stock of knowledge. Moreover, the methods when they are used tend to perfect themselves, to suggest new problems, new investigations, which refine old procedures and create new and better ones.
The question as to the sources of a science of education is, then, to be taken in this sense. What are the ways by means of which the function of education in all its branches and phases—selection of material for the curriculum, methods of instruction and discipline, organization and administration of schools—can be conducted with systematic increase of intelligent control and understanding? What are the materials upon which we may—and should—draw in order that educational activities may become in a less degree products of routine, tradition, accident, and transitory accidental influences? From what sources shall we draw so that there shall be steady and cumulative growth of intelligent, communicable insight, and power of direction?
Here is the answer to those who decry pedagogical study on the ground that success in teaching and in moral direction of pupils is often not in any direct ratio to knowledge of educational principles. Here is “A” who is much more successful than “B” in teaching, awakening the enthusiasm of his students for learning, inspiring them morally by personal example and contact, and yet relatively ignorant of educational history, psychology, approved methods, etc., which “B” possesses in abundant measure. The facts are admitted. But what is overlooked by the objector is that the successes of such individuals tend to be born and to die with them: beneficial consequences extend only to those pupils who have personal contact with such gifted teachers. No one can measure the waste and loss that have come from the fact that the contributions of such men and women in the past have been thus confined, and the only way by which we can prevent such waste in the future is by methods which enable us to make an analysis of what the gifted teacher does intuitively, so that something accruing from his work can be communicated to others. Even in the things conventionally recognized as sciences, the insights of unusual persons remain important and there is no leveling down to a uniform procedure. But the existence of science gives common efficacy to the experiences of the genius; it makes it possible for the results of special power to become part of the working equipment of other inquirers, instead of perishing as they arose.
The individual capacities of the Newtons, Boyles, Joules, Darwins, Lyells, Helmholtzes, are not destroyed because of the existence of science; their differences from others and the impossibility of predicting on the basis of past science what discoveries they would make—that is, the impossibility of regulating their activities by antecedent sciences—persist. But science makes it possible for others to benefit systematically by what they achieved.
The existence of scientific method protects us also from a danger that attends the operations of men of unusual power: dangers of slavish imitation, partisanship, and such jealous devotion to them and their work as to get in the way of her progress. Anybody can notice today that the effect of an original and powerful teacher is not all to the good. Those influenced by him often show a one-sided interest; they tend to form schools, and to become impervious to other problems and truths; they incline to swear by the words of their master and to go on repeating his thoughts after him, and often without the spirit and insight that originally made them significant. Observation also shows that these results happen oftenest in those subjects in which scientific method is least developed. Where these methods are of longer standing students adopt methods rather than merely results, and employ them with flexibility rather than in literal reproduction.
This digression seems to be justified not merely because those who object to the idea of a science put personality and its unique gifts in opposition to science, but also because those who recommend science sometimes urge that uniformity of procedure will be its consequence. So it seems worthwhile to dwell on the fact that in the subjects best developed from the scientific point of view, the opposite is the case. Command of scientific methods and systematized subject-matter liberates individuals; it enables them to see new problems, devise new procedures, and, in general, makes for diversification rather than for set uniformity. But at the same time these diversifications have a cumulative effect in an advance shared by all workers in the field.
Education as an Art
This theme is, I think, closely connected with another point which is often urged, namely, that education is an art rather than a science. That, in concrete operation, education is an art, either a mechanical art or a fine art, is unquestionable. If there were an opposition between science and art, I should be compelled to side with those who assert that education is an art. But there is no opposition, although there is a distinction. We must not be misled by words. Engineering is, in actual practice, an art. But it is an art that progressively incorporates more and more of science into itself, more of mathematics, physics, and chemistry. It is the kind of art it is precisely because of a content of scientific subject-matter which guides it as a practical operation. There is room for the original and daring projects of exceptional individuals. But their distinction lies not in the fact that they turn their backs upon science, but in the fact that they make new integrations of scientific material and turn it to new and previously unfamiliar and unforeseen uses. When, in education, the psychologist or observer and experimentalist in any field reduces his findings to a rule which is to be uniformly adopted, then, only, is there a result which is objectionable and destructive of the free play of education as an art.
But this happens not because of scientific method but because of departure from it. It is not the capable engineer who treats scientific findings as imposing upon him a certain course which is to be rigidly adhered to: it is the third- or fourth-rate man who adopts this course. Even more, it is the unskilled day laborer who follows it. For even if the practice adopted is one that follows from science and could not have been discovered or employed except for science, when it is converted into a uniform rule of procedure it becomes an empirical rule-of-thumb procedure—just as a person may use a table of logarithms mechanically without knowing anything about mathematics.
The danger is great in the degree in which the attempt to develop scientific method is recent. Nobody would deny that education is still in a condition of transition from an empirical to a scientific status. In its empirical form the chief factors determining education are tradition, imitative reproduction, response to various external pressures wherein the strongest force wins out, and the gifts, native and acquired, of individual teachers. In this situation there is a strong tendency to identify teaching ability with the use of procedures that yield immediately successful results, success being measured by such things as order in the classroom, correct recitations by pupils in assigned lessons, passing of examinations, promotion of pupils to a higher grade, etc.
For the most part, these are the standards by which a community judges the worth of a teacher. Prospective teachers come to training schools, whether in normal schools or colleges, with such ideas implicit in their minds. They want very largely to find out how to do things with the maximum prospect of success. Put baldly, they want recipes. Now, to such persons science is of value because it puts a stamp of final approval upon this and that specific procedure. It is very easy for science to be regarded as a guarantee that goes with the sale of goods rather than as a light to the eyes and a lamp to the feet. It is prized for its prestige value rather than as an organ of personal illumination and liberation. It is prized because it is thought to give unquestionable authenticity and authority to a specific procedure to be carried out in the school room. So conceived, science is antagonistic to education as an art.
Experience and Abstraction
The history of the more mature sciences shows two characteristics. Their original problems were set by difficulties that offered themselves in the ordinary region of practical affairs. Men obtained fire by rubbing sticks together and noted how things grew warm when they pressed on each other, long before they had any theory of heat. Such everyday experiences in their seeming inconsistency with the phenomena of flame and fire finally led to the conception of heat as a mode of molecular motion. But it led to this conception only when the ordinary phenomena were reflected upon in detachment from the conditions and uses under which they exhibit themselves in practices. There is no science without abstraction, and abstraction means fundamentally that certain occurrences are removed from the dimension of familiar practical experience into that of reflective or theoretical inquiry.
To be able to get away for the time being from entanglement in the urgencies and needs of immediate practical concerns is a condition of the origin of scientific treatment in any field. Preoccupation with attaining some direct end or practical utility, always limits scientific inquiry. For it restricts the field of attention and thought, since we note only those things that are immediately connected with what we want to do or get at the moment. Theory is in the end, as has been well said, the most practical of all things, because this widening of the range of attention beyond nearby purpose and desire eventually results in the creation of wider and farther-reaching purposes and enables us to use a much wider and deeper range of conditions and means than were expressed in the observation of primitive practical purposes. For the time being, however, the formation of theories demands a resolute turning aside from the needs of practical operations previously performed.
This detachment is peculiarly hard to secure in the case of those persons who are concerned with building up the scientific content of educational practices and arts. There is a pressure for immediate results, for demonstration of a quick, short-time span of usefulness in school. There is a tendency to convert the results of statistical inquiries and laboratory experiments into directions and rules for the conduct of school administration and instruction. Results tend to be directly grabbed, as it were, and put into operation by teachers. Then there is the leisure for that slow and gradual independent growth of theories that is a necessary condition of the formation of a true science. This danger is peculiarly imminent in a science of education because its very recentness and novelty arouse skepticism as to its possibility and its value. The human desire to prove that the scientific mode of attack is really of value brings pressure to convert scientific conclusions into rules and standards of schoolroom practice.
It would perhaps be invidious to select examples too near to current situations. Some illustration, however, is needed to give definiteness to what has been said. I select an instance which is remote in time and crude in itself. An investigator found that girls between the ages of eleven and fourteen mature more rapidly than boys of the same age. From this fact, or presumed fact, he drew the inference that during these years boys and girls should be separated for purposes of instruction. He converted an intellectual finding into an immediate rule of school practice.
That the conversion was rash, few would deny. The reason is obvious. School administration and instruction is a much more complex operation than was the factor contained in the scientific result. The significance of one factor for educational practice can be determined only as it is balanced with many other factors. Taken by itself, this illustration is so crude that to generalize from it might seem to furnish only a caricature. But the principle involved is of universal application. No conclusion of scientific research can be converted into an immediate rule of educational art. For there is no educational practice whatever which is not highly complex; that is to say, which does not contain many other conditions and factors than are included in the scientific finding.
Nevertheless, scientific findings are of practical utility, and the situation is wrongly interpreted when it is used to disparage the value of science in the art of education. What it militates against is the transformation of scientific findings into rules of action. Suppose for the moment that the finding about the different rates of maturing in boys and girls of a certain age is confirmed by continued investigation, and is to be accepted as fact. While it does not translate into a specific rule of fixed procedure, it is of some worth. The teacher who really knows this fact will have his personal attitude changed. He will be on the alert to make certain observations which would otherwise escape him; he will be enabled to interpret some facts which would otherwise be confused and misunderstood. This knowledge and understanding render his practice more intelligent, more flexible, and better adapted to deal effectively with concrete phenomena of practice.
Nor does this tell the whole story. Continued investigation reveals other relevant facts. Each investigation and conclusion is special, but the tendency of an increasing number and variety of specialized results is to create new points of view and a wider field of observation. Various special findings have a cumulative effect; they reinforce and extend one another, and in time lead to the detection of principles that bind together a number of facts that are diverse and even isolated in their prima facie occurrence. These connecting principles which link different phenomena together we call laws.
Facts which are so interrelated form a system, a science. The practitioner who knows the system and its laws is evidently in possession of a powerful instrument for observing and interpreting what goes on before him. This intellectual tool affects his attitudes and modes of response in what he does. Because the range of understanding is deepened and widened, he can take into account remote consequences which were originally hidden from view and hence were ignored in his actions. Greater continuity is introduced; he does not isolate situations and deal with them in separation as he was compelled to do when ignorant of connecting principles. At the same time, his practical dealings become more flexible. Seeing more relations he sees more possibilities, more opportunities. He is emancipated from the need of following tradition and special precedents. His ability to judge being enriched, he has a wider range of alternatives to select from in dealing with individual situations.
What Science Means
If we gather up these conclusions in a summary we reach the following results. In the first place, no genuine science is formed by isolated conclusions, no matter how scientifically correct the technique by which these isolated results are reached, and no matter how exact they are. Science does not emerge until these various findings are linked together to form a relatively coherent system—that is, until they reciprocally confirm and illuminate one another, or until each gives the others added meaning. Now this development requires time, and it requires more time in the degree in which the transition from an empirical condition to a scientific one is recent and hence imperfect.
John Dewey was, at various times during his career, professor of philosophy, Columbia University; head of the Department of Philosophy and director of the School of Education at the University of Chicago; and professor of philosophy at the University of Michigan.
Questions for Reflection
1. What does Dewey mean when he says that the effect of an “original and powerful teacher is not all to the good”? What remedy is available to offset the sometimes unfavorable effects of such teachers, according to Dewey? Have you been taught by this type of teacher? If so, how did those experiences influence your learning?
2. Under what circumstances does Dewey consider science to be “antagonistic” to education as an art?
3. When, according to Dewey, is “theory the most practical of all things”? Do you agree with his argument?
Teachers, Public Life, and Curriculum Reform
HENRY A. GIROUX
Abstract
Discourse related to curriculum and teaching reflects the points of view of those involved and cannot be separated from issues of history, power, and politics. Dominant views of curriculum and teaching claim objectivity, but they fail to link schooling to complex political, economic, and cultural forces; and they see teachers as technicians, bureaucratic agents, and deskilled intellectuals. Thus, a critical theory of curriculum must consider questions of representation, justice, and power. Toward this end, teachers’ roles should be restructured so they become critical agents who take risks (or “go for broke”) and act as “public intellectuals” who bring issues of equity, community, and social justice to the fore.
Reasserting the Primacy of the Political in Curriculum Theory
The connection between curriculum and teaching is structured by a series of issues that are not always present in the language of the current educational reform movement. This is evident, for instance, in the way mainstream educational reformers often ignore the problematic relationship between curriculum as a socially constructed narrative on the one hand, and the interface of teaching and politics on the other. Mainstream curriculum reformers often view curriculum as an objective text that merely has to be imparted to students.1
In opposition to this view, I want to argue that the language used by administrators, teachers, students, and others involved in either constructing, implementing, or receiving the classroom curriculum actively produces particular social identities, “imagined communities,” specific competencies, and distinctive ways of life. Moreover, the language of curriculum, like other discourses, does not merely reflect a pregiven reality; on the contrary, it selectively offers depictions of the larger world through representations that people struggle over to name what counts as knowledge, what counts as communities of learning, what social relationships matter, and what visions of the future can be represented as legitimate (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1993).
Of course, if curriculum is seen as a terrain of struggle, one that is shot through with ethical considerations, it becomes reasonable to assume that talk about teaching and curriculum should not be removed from considerations of history, power, and politics. After all, the language of curriculum is both historical and contingent. Theories of curriculum have emerged from past struggles and are often heavily weighted in favor of those who have power, authority, and institutional legitimation.
Curriculum is also political in that state governments, locally elected school boards, and powerful business and publishing interests exercise enormous influence over teaching practices and curriculum policies (Apple & Christian-Smith, 1992). Moreover, the culture of the school is often representative of those features of the dominant culture that it affirms, sustains, selects, and legitimates. Thus, the distinction between high and low status academic subjects, the organization of knowledge into disciplines, and the allocation of knowledge and symbolic rewards to different groups indicates how politics work to influence the curriculum.
Within dominant versions of curriculum and teaching, there is little room theoretically to understand the dynamics of power as they work in schools, particularly around the mechanisms of tracking, racial and gender discrimination, testing, and other mechanisms of exclusion (Oaks, 1985). Mainstream educational reformers such as William Bennett, Chester Finn, Jr., and Dianne Ravitch exhibit little understanding of schooling as a site that actively produces different histories, social groups, and student identities under profound conditions of inequality. This is true, in part, because many dominant versions of curriculum and teaching legitimate themselves through unproblematized claims to objectivity and an obsession with empiricist forms of accountability. But, more importantly, many mainstream theorists of curriculum refuse to link schooling to the complex political, economic, and cultural relations that structure it as a borderland of movement and translation rather than a fixed and unitary site.
When inserted into this matrix of power, difference, and social justice, schools cannot be abstracted from the larger society where histories mix, languages and identities intermingle, values clash, and different groups struggle over how they are represented and how they might represent themselves. Questions of representation, justice, and power are central to any critical theory of curriculum. This is especially true in a society in which Afro-Americans, women, and other people of color are vastly underrepresented in both schools and other dominant cultural institutions. Of course, the issue of representation as I am using it here suggests that meaning is always political, actively involved in producing diverse social positions, and inextricably implicated in relations of power.
Educators generally exhibit a deep suspicion of politics, and this is not unwarranted when politics is reduced to a form of dogmatism. And, yet, it is impossible for teachers to become agents in the classroom without a broader understanding of politics and the emancipatory possibilities it provides for thinking about and shaping their own practices. Recognizing the politics of one’s location as an educator should not imply that one’s pedagogical practice is inflexible, fixed, or intolerant. To insist that teachers recognize the political nature of their own work can be understood as part of a broader critical effort to make them self-reflective of the interests and assumptions that shape their classroom practices. Roger Simon (1992) captures this sentiment by arguing that by inserting the political back into the discourse of teaching educators can “initiate rather than close off the problem of responsibility” (p. 16) for those classroom practices generated by their claim to knowledge and authority.
In what follows, I want to offer an alternative language for defining the purpose and meaning of teacher work. While I have talked about teachers as intellectuals in another context, I want to extend this analysis by analyzing what the implications are for redefining teachers as public intellectuals.2 In part, I want to explore this position by drawing upon my own training as a teacher and some of the problems I had to face when actually working in the public schools. I will conclude by highlighting some of the defining principles that might structure the content and context of what it means for teachers to assume the role of a public intellectual.
Tradition and the Pedagogy of Risk
Let me begin by saying that we are living through a very dangerous time… . We are in a revolutionary situation, no matter how unpopular that word has become in this country. The society in which we live is desperately menaced, not by [the cold war] but from within. So any citizen of this country who figures himself as responsible—and particularly those of you who deal with the minds and hearts of young people—must be prepared to “go for broke.” Or to put it another way, you must understand that in the attempt to correct so many generations of bad faith and cruelty, when it is operating not only in the classroom but in society, you will meet the most fantastic, the most brutal, and the most determined resistance. There is no point in pretending that this won’t happen… . [And yet] the obligation of anyone who thinks of him or herself as responsible is to examine society and try to change it and to fight it—at no matter what risk. This is the only hope society has. This is the only way societies change. (Baldwin, 1988, p. 3)
I read the words of the famed African-American novelist James Baldwin less as a prescription for cynicism and powerlessness than I do as an expression of hope. Baldwin’s words are moving because he confers a sense of moral and political responsibility upon teachers by presupposing that they are critical agents who can move between theory and practice in order to take risks, refine their visions, and make a difference for both their students and the world in which they live. In order to take up Baldwin’s challenge for teachers to “go for broke,” to act in the classroom and the world with courage and dignity, it is important for educators to recognize that the current challenge facing public schools is one of the most serious that any generation of existing and prospective teachers has ever had to face. Politically, the U.S. has lived through 12 years of reforms in which teachers have been invited to deskill themselves, to become technicians, or, in more ideological terms, to accept their role as “clerks of the empire.” We live at a time when state legislators and federal officials are increasingly calling for the testing of teachers and the implementation of standardized curriculum; at the same time, legislators and government officials are ignoring the most important people in the reform effort, the teachers. Within this grim scenario, the voices of teachers have been largely absent from the debate about education. It gets worse.
Economically, the working conditions of teachers, especially those in the urban districts with a low tax base, have badly deteriorated. The story is a familiar one: overcrowded classrooms, inadequate resources, low salaries, and a rise in teacher-directed violence. In part, this is due to the increased financial cutbacks to the public sector by the Federal Government, the tax revolt of the 1970s by the middle-class that put a ceiling on the ability of cities and states to raise revenue for public services, and the refusal by wide segments of the society to believe that public schooling is essential to the health of a democratic society. Compounding these problems is a dominant vision of schooling defined largely through the logic of corporate values and the imperatives of the marketplace. Schools are being treated as if their only purpose were to train future workers, and teachers are being viewed as corporate foot-soldiers whose role is to provide students with the skills necessary for the business world. In short, part of the crisis of teaching is the result of a vision of schooling that subordinates issues of equity, community, and social justice to pragmatic considerations that enshrine the marketplace and accountability schemes that standardize the social relations of schooling. The political and ideological climate does not look favorable for teachers at the moment. But it does offer prospective and existing teachers the challenge to engage in dialogue and debate regarding important issues such as the nature and purpose of teacher preparation, the meaning of educational leadership, and the dominant forms of classroom teaching.
I think that if existing and future teachers are willing to “go for broke,” to use Baldwin’s term, they will need to re-imagine teaching as part of a project of critique and possibility. But there is more at stake here than simply a change in who controls the conditions under which teachers work. This is important, but what is also needed is a new language, a new way of naming, ordering, and representing how power works in schools. It is precisely through a more critical language that teachers might be able to recognize the power of their own agency in order to raise and act upon such questions as: What range of purposes should schools serve? What knowledge is of most worth? What does it mean for teachers and students to know something? In what direction should teachers and students desire? What notions of authority should structure teaching and learning? These questions are important because they force educators to engage in a process of self-critique while simultaneously highlighting the central role that teachers might play in any viable attempt to reform the public schools.
My own journey into teaching was largely shaped by undergraduate education training and my first year of student teaching. While the content and context of these experiences shaped my initial understanding of myself as a teacher, they did not prepare me for the specific tasks and problems of what it meant to address the many problems I had to confront in my first job. In what follows, I want to speak from my own experiences in order to illuminate the shortcomings of the educational theories that both shaped my perceptions of teaching and the classroom practices I was expected to implement.
Learning to be a Technician
During the time that I studied to be a teacher, for the most part I learned how to master classroom methods, read Bloom’s taxonomy, and became adept at administering tests, but I was never asked to question how testing might be used as a sorting device to track and marginalize certain groups. Like many prospective teachers of my generation, I was taught how to master a body of knowledge defined within separate academic disciplines, but I never learned to question what the hierarchical organization of knowledge meant and how it conferred authority and power. For example, I was never taught to raise questions about what knowledge was worth knowing and why, why schools legitimated some forms of knowledge and ignored others, why English was more important than art, and why it was considered unworthy to take a course in which one worked with one’s hands. I never engaged in a classroom discussion about whose interests were served through the teaching and legitimation of particular forms of school knowledge, or how knowledge served to silence and disempower particular social groups. Moreover, I was not given the opportunity to reflect upon the authoritarian principles that actually structure classroom life and how these could be understood by analyzing social, political, and economic conditions outside of schools. If a student slept in the morning at his or her desk, I was taught to approach the issue as a problem of discipline and management. I was not alerted to recognize the social conditions that may have caused such behavior. That is, to the possibility that the student may have a drug-related problem, be hungry, sick, or simply exhausted because of conditions in his or her home life. I learned quickly to separate out the problems of society from the problems of schooling and hence became illiterate in understanding the complexity of the relationship between schools and the larger social order.
My initial teaching assignment was in a school in which the teacher turnover rate exceeded 85% each year. The first day I walked into that school I was met by some students hanging out in the lobby. They greeted me with stares born of territorial rights and suspicion and one of them jokingly asked me: “Hey man, you’re new, what’s your name?” I remember thinking they had violated some sort of rule regarding teacher-student relationships by addressing me that way. Questions of identity, culture, and racism had not been factored into my understanding of teaching and schooling at the time. I had no idea that the questions that would be raised for me that year had less to do with the sterile language of methods I had learned as an undergraduate than they did with becoming culturally and politically literate about the context-specific histories and experiences that informed where my students came from and how they viewed themselves and others. I had no idea of how important it was to create a meaningful and safe classroom for them so that I could connect my teaching to their own languages, cultures, and lived experiences. I soon found out that giving students some sense of power and ownership over their own educational experience has more to do with developing a language that was risk taking and self-critical for me and meaningful, practical, and transformative for them. During that first year, I also learned something about the ways in which many school administrators are educated.
Leadership Without Vision
During that first year, I rented movies from the American Friends Service Committee, ignored the officially designated curriculum textbooks, and eventually put my own books and magazine articles on reserve in the school library for my students to read. Hoping to give my students some control over the conditions for producing knowledge, I encouraged them to produce their own texts through the use of school video equipment, cameras, and daily journals. Within a very short time, I came into conflict with the school principal. He was a mix between General Patton and the Encino Man. At six foot three, weighing in at 250 pounds, his presence seemed a bit overwhelming and intimidating. The first time he called me into his office, I learned something about how he was educated. He told me that in his mind students should be quiet in classrooms, teachers should stick to giving lectures and writing on the board, and that I was never to ask a student a question that he or she could not answer. He further suggested that rather than developing my own materials in class I should use the curricula packages made available through the good wishes of local businesses and companies. While clearly being a reflection, if not a parody, of the worst kind of teacher training, he adamantly believed strict management controls, rigid systems of accountability, and lock step discipline were at the heart of educational leadership. Hence, I found myself in a secular version of hell. This was a school in which teaching became reduced to the sterile logic of flow charts. Moreover, it was a school in which power was wielded largely by white, male administrators further reinforcing the isolation and despair of most of the teachers. I engaged in forms of guerrilla warfare with this administration, but in order to survive I had to enlist the help of a few other teachers and some members of the community. At the end of the school year, I was encouraged not to come back. Fortunately, I had another teaching job back east and ended up in a much better school.
In retrospect, the dominant view of educational leadership has had a resurgence during the Reagan and Bush eras. Its overall effect has been to limit teachers’ control over the development and planning of curriculum, to reinforce the bureaucratic organization of the school, and to remove teachers from the process of judging and implementing classroom instruction. This is evident in the growing call for national testing, national curriculum standards, and the concerted attack on developing multicultural curricula. The ideology that guides this model and its view of pedagogy is that the behavior of teachers needs to be controlled and made consistent and predictable across different schools and student populations. The effect is not only to remove teachers from the process of deliberation and reflection, but also to routinize the nature of learning and classroom pedagogy. In this approach, it is assumed that all students can learn from the same standardized materials, instructional techniques, and modes of evaluation. The notion that students come from different histories, experiences, and cultures is strategically ignored within this approach. The notion that pedagogy should be attentive to specific contexts is ignored.
Teachers as Public Intellectuals
I want to challenge these views by arguing that one way to rethink and restructure the nature of teacher work is to view teachers as public intellectuals. The unease expressed about the identity and role of teachers as public intellectuals has a long tradition in the United States and has become the focus of a number of recent debates. On one level, there are conservatives who argue that teachers who address public issues from the perspective of a committed position are simply part of what they call the political correctness movement. In this case, there is a deep suspicion of any attempt to open up the possibility for educators to address pressing social issues and to connect them to their teaching. Moreover, within the broad parameters of this view schools are seen as apolitical institutions whose primary purpose is to both prepare students for the work place and to reproduce the alleged common values that define the “American” way of life.3 At the same time, many liberals have argued that while teachers should address public issues they should do so from the perspective of a particular teaching methodology. This is evident in Gerald Graff’s (1992) call for educators to teach the conflicts. In this view, the struggle over representations replaces how a politics of meaning might help students identify, engage, and transform relations of power that generate the material conditions of racism, sexism, poverty, and other oppressive conditions. Moreover, some radical feminists have argued that the call for teachers to be public intellectuals promotes leadership models that are largely patriarchal and overly rational in the forms of authority they secure. While there may be an element of truth in all of these positions, they all display enormous theoretical shortcomings. Conservatives often refuse to problematize their own version of what is legitimate intellectual knowledge and how it works to secure particular forms of authority by simply labeling as politically correct individuals, groups, or views that challenge the basic tenets of the status quo. Liberals, on the other hand, inhabit a terrain that wavers between rejecting a principled standpoint from which to teach and staunchly arguing for a pedagogy that is academically rigorous and fair. Caught between a discourse of fairness and the appeal to provocative teaching methods, liberals have no language for clarifying the moral visions that structure their views of the relationship between knowledge and authority and the practices it promotes. Moreover, they increasingly have come to believe that teaching from a particular standpoint is tantamount to imposing an ideological position upon students. This has led in some cases to a form of McCarthyism in which critical educators are summarily dismissed as being guilty of ideological indoctrination. While the feminist critique is the most interesting, it underplays the possibility for using authority in ways which allow teachers to be more self-critical while simultaneously providing the conditions for students to recognize the possibility for democratic agency in both themselves and others. Operating out of a language of binarisms, some feminist education critics essentialize the positions of their opponents and in doing so present a dehistoricized and reductionistic view of critical pedagogy. Most importantly, all of these positions share in the failure to address the possibility for teachers to become a force for democratization both within and outside of schools.
As public intellectuals, teachers must bring to bear in their classrooms and other pedagogical sites the courage, analytical tools, moral vision, time, and dedication that is necessary to return schools to their primary task: being places of critical education in the service of creating a public sphere of citizens who are able to exercise power over their own lives and especially over the conditions of knowledge acquisition. Central to any such reform effort is the recognition that democracy is not a set of formal rules of participation, but the lived experience of empowerment for the vast majority. Moreover, the call for schools as democratic public spheres should not be limited to the call for equal access to schools, equal opportunity, or other arguments defined in terms of the principles of equality. Equality is a crucial aspect of democratizing schools, but teachers should not limit their demands to the call for equality. Instead, the rallying cry of teachers should be organized around the practice of empowerment for the vast majority of students in this country who need to be educated in the spirit of a critical democracy.4
This suggests another dimension in defining the role of public intellectuals. Such intellectuals must combine their role as educators and citizens. This implies they must connect the practice of classroom teaching to the operation of power in the larger society. At the same time, they must be attentive to those broader social forces that influence the workings of schooling and pedagogy. What is at issue here is a commitment on the part of teachers as public intellectuals to extend the principles of social justice to all spheres of economic, political, and cultural life. Within this discourse, the experiences that constitute the production of knowledge, identities, and social values in the schools are inextricably linked to the quality of moral and political life of the wider society. Hence, the reform of schooling must be seen as a part of a wider revitalization of public life.
This should not suggest that as public intellectuals, teachers represent a vanguardist group dedicated to simply reproducing another master narrative. In fact, as public intellectuals it is important for them to link their role as critical agents to their ability to be critical of their own politics while constantly engaging in dialogue with other educators, community people, various cultural workers, and students. As public intellectuals, teachers need to be aware of the limits of their own positions, make their pedagogies context specific, challenge the current organization of knowledge into fixed disciplines, and work in solidarity with others to gain some control over the conditions of their work. At the very least, this suggests that teachers will have to struggle on many different fronts in order to transform the conditions of work and learning that go on in schools. This means not only working with community people, teachers, students, and parents to open up progressive spaces within classrooms, but also forming alliances with other cultural workers in order to debate and shape educational policy at the local, state, and federal levels of government.
As public intellectuals, teachers need to provide the conditions for students to learn that the relationship between knowledge and power can be emancipatory, that their histories and experiences matter, and that what they say and do can count as part of a wider struggle to change the world around them. More specifically, teachers need to argue for forms of pedagogy that close the gap between the school and the real world. The curriculum needs to be organized around knowledge that relates to the communities, cultures, and traditions that give students a sense of history, identity, and place. This suggests pedagogical approaches that do more than make learning context specific, it also points to the need to expand the range of cultural texts that inform what counts as knowledge. As public intellectuals, teachers need to understand and use those electronically mediated knowledge forms that constitute the terrain of popular culture. This is the world of media texts—videos, films, music, and other mechanisms of popular culture constituted outside of the technology of print and the book. Put another way, the content of the curriculum needs to affirm and critically enrich the meaning, language, and knowledge that students actually use to negotiate and inform their lives.
While it is central for teachers to expand the relevance of the curriculum to include the richness and diversity of the students they actually teach, they also need to correspondingly decenter the curriculum. That is, students should be actively involved with issues of governance, “including setting learning goals, selecting courses, and having their own, autonomous organizations, including a free press” (Aronowitz, in press). Not only does the distribution of power among teachers, students, and administrators provide the conditions for students to become agents in their learning process, it also provides the basis for collective learning, civic action, and ethical responsibility. Moreover, such agency emerges as a lived experience rather than as the mastery of an academic subject.
In addition, as public intellectuals, teachers need to make the issue of cultural difference a defining principal of curriculum development and research. In an age of shifting demographics, large scale immigration, and multiracial communities, teachers must make a firm commitment to cultural difference as central to the relationship of schooling and citizenship (Giroux, 1992). In the first instance, this means dismantling and deconstructing the legacy of nativism and racial chauvinism that has defined the rhetoric of school reform for the last decade. The Reagan and Bush era witnessed a full-fledged attack on the rights of minorities, civil rights legislation, affirmative action, and the legitimation of curriculum reforms pandering to Eurocentric interests. Teachers can affirm their commitment to democratic public life and cultural democracy by struggling in and outside of their classrooms in solidarity with others to reverse these policies in order to make schools more attentive to the cultural resources that students bring to the public schools. At one level, this means working to develop legislation that protects the civil rights of all groups. Equally important is the need for teachers to take the lead in encouraging programs that open school curricula to the narratives of cultural difference, without falling into the trap of merely romanticizing the experience of “Otherness.” At stake here is the development of an educational policy that asserts public education as part of a broader ethical and political discourse, one that both challenges and transforms those curricula reforms of the last decade that are profoundly racist in context and content. In part, this suggests changing the terms of the debate regarding the relationship between schooling and national identity, moving away from an assimilationist ethic and the profoundly Eurocentric fantasies of a common culture to one which links national identity to diverse traditions and histories.
In short, as public intellectuals, teachers need to address the imperatives of citizenship. In part, this means addressing how schools can create the conditions for students to be social agents willing to struggle for expanding the critical public cultures that make a democracy viable. Consequently, any notion of pedagogy must be seen as a form of cultural politics, that is, a politic that highlights the role of education, as it takes place in a variety of public sites, to open up rather than close down the possibilities for keeping justice and hope alive at a time of shrinking possibilities.
Notes
1. 1. This is particularly true with respect to those mainstream reformers arguing for national standards and testing. In this discourse, students are always on the receiving end of the learning experience. It is as if the histories, experiences, and communities that shape their identities and sense of place are irrelevant to what is taught and how it is taught. See, for example, Hirsch (1987); Finn, Jr. and Ravitch (1987); for an alternative to this position, see Apple (1993); Giroux (1988a); Giroux (1993). For an examination of schools that view teachers as more than clerks and technicians, see Wood (1993).
2. 2. I have taken up this issue more extensively in Giroux (1988b), and Aronowitz and Giroux (1993).
3. 3. For a trenchant analysis of the political correctness movement, see Aronowitz (1993), especially Chapter 1; see also Frank (1993).
4. 4. I take this issue up in Giroux (1988b).
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Questions for Reflection
1. Why does Giroux advocate “inserting the political back into the discourse of teaching”? Do you agree? What arguments might be raised by critics of Giroux’s recommendation?
2. If curriculum leaders were to become “public intellectuals,” how would this influence their leadership activities? In other words, what would they do differently?
3. In regard to the educational setting with which you are most familiar, what would it mean if you were to “go for broke” in the manner that Giroux suggests? What forms of resistance might you encounter? Does Giroux exaggerate when he says that teachers and other responsible citizens who “go for broke” should realize “that in the attempt to correct so many generations of bad faith and cruelty, when it is operating not only in the classroom but in society, [they] will meet the most fantastic, the most brutal, and the most determined resistance”?
4. Do you agree with Giroux that the dominant view of educational leadership has served to limit teacher involvement in the development and planning of curricula? On the basis of your professional experiences, can you cite evidence that teacher involvement in curriculum planning is increasing?
Who Should Plan the Curriculum?
GLEN HASS (1915–1997)
Abstract
Several groups have important roles to play in curriculum leadership. Scholars from the disciplines can provide input on what should be taught and how to implement the curriculum. Parents and other citizens in our pluralistic society can help to formulate goals and values to be included in the curriculum. Students, since they are well positioned to identify advantages and disadvantages of the current curriculum, can participate in seven aspects of curriculum planning, from determining what shall be studied to identifying methods for evaluating success in learning. Lastly, educators can play a key role by creating structures that facilitate the processes of collaborative curriculum leadership.
In these times of complex, often insoluble problems and rapid change, it is urgent that professionals in curriculum planning take a new look at the question, “Who Should Plan the Curriculum?” It is apparent that the curriculum planning and teaching that is needed involves many factors that go beyond the scope of any single discipline or profession. In addition, change is now so rapid in our society and world, that today’s curriculum is unsuited for tomorrow’s world and is as outmoded as the Model T for the world of twenty years from tomorrow—the world whose leaders are now in the classrooms.
The Curriculum we Need
Today’s curriculum planners should study conditions and trends in contemporary society and probable conditions and requirements for democratic living … at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Education for the future is almost useless unless it prepares learners to meet problems that are new and that neither they nor anyone else has ever encountered before. All professionals in education need an image of tomorrow as curricula are planned. All too often we now see a “good curriculum” as the present one with its problems removed.
In facing toward the future we must find ways to teach innovation, problem solving, a love of learning; students must acquire the tools of analysis, expression, and understanding. We will surely find that learners of all ages must be prepared for work that does not yet exist. We will see that we all will have numerous increasingly complex tasks as buyers, voters, parents, legislators, and cooperative planners.
All interested citizens, parents, learners, and scholars from many of the disciplines should be encouraged to work with teachers, principals, curriculum leaders, state department of education and federal education agency personnel in the planning. This involvement in planning by all interested parties should begin in the local school and school district, but it should also occur regularly on a state, national and international basis. A democratic society cannot permit uniformity and centralization. The undefined, but onrushing future requires many different autonomous, alternative efforts to cope with its challenges and problems.
In the past many curriculum writers have stated that laypersons and scholars should be encouraged to work with professional educators in planning the curriculum. They have also frequently stated that collaborative models for planning are needed. They have, however, often given inadequate attention to the particular role of each type of planner in the planning process. Lacking adequate role definition we have often, as educators, overemphasized our mission to instruct the public, and have been undersensitive to, or intolerant of, suggestion and dissent. Let us try to define the particular role of each group in curriculum planning.
Role of Scholars
What is the role in curriculum planning of scholars from disciplines other than education? There are at least two ways in which they can help. They can often give crucial advice regarding what should be taught; and they can often suggest means of implementing curriculum decisions.
For instance, in the 1960s, scholars in biology, mathematics, and physics worked with teachers and other curriculum workers in determining what should be taught. These planners found that the textbooks in use contained almost none of the modern concepts, although greater change in knowledge had occurred in the past fifty years than in the preceding 500. They also learned that greater emphasis was needed on unifying concepts so that the total number of basic ideas to be learned might be reduced. Now the collaboration of scholars is needed to identify the concepts which are most relevant to alternative futures so that they may become the focus of the curriculum.
Sociologists can give particular assistance in determining the means by which goals of education may be achieved and in identifying the essential values and behavior patterns which must be learned as society changes. Of equal importance is the fact that sociologists, as future planners, can aid the educator in understanding some of the characteristics of the society in which his or her students will live in the future. Together they can devise a better educational program to prepare for it.
Anthropologists can shed light on the reasons for the direction of the development of various aspects of the culture. They can help the school to plan to counterbalance pressures for conformity and to attach greater emphasis to creativity and critical judgment. They can help in planning to develop in each student an understanding of his or her powers and limitations for creating and modifying society. Anthropologists can also help in developing curriculum plans for the future.
Scholars from many disciplines can aid in curriculum planning by identifying the central concepts and rules for discovering the nature of the discipline. In the terms in which they are now represented, many of the disciplines are increasingly unteachable. We need a philosophical synthesis, appropriate to our world, the future, and to the learners, that can be taught—and only the scholars working alongside educators can achieve this synthesis.
Role of Parents and Other Citizens
In the long run, we can only build the curriculum and use the teaching methods which the active public will accept. We must work with the public and have orderly patterns for its participation. People need to be involved in the process of planning the curriculum in order to change their beliefs, attitudes, and behavior regarding it.
A fundamental question is, whose values are to be represented in the curricula for the learners of a particular community? Curriculum planners must recognize that a monolithic curriculum is not acceptable to parents and other citizens in a pluralistic society. Curriculum leaders and teachers should work with parents and other active citizens in setting the yearly educational goals for a particular classroom, school, or district. Within the larger framework of the school system, local communities, teachers, and principals should define together what each school community sees as the most important focus for the coming year. Public education transmits values and beliefs as well as knowledge. Since values and beliefs are very much family and community matters, parents and other citizens must be involved in curriculum planning.
From 1960 to the present, the prevailing practice in many school districts has been to curtail opportunities for citizen participation, and, increasingly, to try to confine curriculum decision-making to the professional educators. In the late 1960s this led to the press for community control through decentralization of large, urban school districts—a prime example of our failure to involve citizens in curriculum planning. Such involvement would have helped teachers and other curriculum planners to be sensitive to the realities of life in the school community.
Many parents are concerned today about whether their children seem to be learning the “basics” needed for survival in our society. Some parents are concerned as to whether the content and operation of the school and its curriculum give students pride in their own race and ethnic background. All parents often wonder whether teachers genuinely accept and share their concern about the learning of their children. Without cooperative planning each group often sees the other as insensitive, as having unreasonable expectations, and as making unrealistic demands.
It is a matter of crucial importance that many school systems invent and use structural devices to bring about a sharing of thinking about the curriculum by the lay citizens of the community and professional staff members.
Staff members must learn to work with citizens; citizens must take part but not take over. This should begin at the level of the parents planning with the teacher about their concerns for their children and should move from there to the citizens advisory council and the systemwide curriculum committee. The profession, in each community, and the teacher, in each classroom, is responsible for establishing these channels.
Role of Students
The student is the major untapped resource in curriculum planning. Students are in the best position to explain many of the advantages and deficiencies of the present curriculum. Their ideas and reactions are of very great importance. Research has shown many times that learning is significantly improved when students share in planning and evaluating the curriculum.
In the process of instruction, learners should share in setting goals and objectives. In a particular learning experience the initial objectives should be those that the student sees, at that time, as interesting and meaningful. While the objectives the teacher uses to guide his or her planning and those sought by learners need not be identical, there should be much overlapping. The teacher’s and learner’s goals for a learning experience certainly must be understood by both, and they must be compatible or they are not likely to be achieved.
Too little use is made of teacher-student planning. The understanding and skills of planning are among the most important outcomes of education. Perhaps more teachers would plan with their students if they realized that student-teacher planning has at least seven aspects, and that they might begin to plan with students about any one of them:
1. What is to be studied?
2. Why are we having this learning activity?
3. How shall we go about it?
4. Where might we do what needs to be done?
5. When shall we do it?
6. Who will do each part of the job?
7. How can we evaluate our success in learning?
While student participation in the choice of topics may be possible only in certain subjects, there is no reason why extensive use of the other aspects of teacher-student planning should not be used in all subjects.
Role of Educators
The role of professional educators is one that will grow and develop as they work with the scholars, parents, other citizens, and students.
It is the job of the teacher, principal, and curriculum consultant to provide structure for planning with others, to inform, to offer recommendations, to bring together contributions from many sources, and to work out a recommended plan of action. In the analysis of the curriculum that is planned, professional educators must be certain that it takes account of the nature of the learner, of the society of which he or she is a part, and of the future. This part of the educator’s role is not new, but it has increasing importance as he plans with others who are not so likely to give adequate attention to the various bases for curriculum decisions.
The professional curriculum planner should be alert to the necessity for relating schools to the surrounding political, economic, and social forces so that the means and goals of the curriculum harmonize with the lives of learners in particular circumstances.
Frequently, educators need to take a stand for what they believe, sharing what they know and feel. The public relies on the vision and courage of educators to present recommendations for curriculum improvement. Such recommendations should be related to a sense of purpose, the ability to think and analyze, and a proper respect for the requirements of human response. The educator, in recommending, must carefully avoid the appearance that the curriculum is solely the professional’s business. Experience over time in working together helps to solve this problem.
A most important part of the teacher’s role is to communicate to students his or her own valuing of learning. Teachers often motivate learners by their own motivations. Learners learn to like to learn from teachers who exhibit the intellectual accomplishment of regularly acquiring and acting on new knowledge.
Finally, professional educators must evaluate and interrelate the contributions from other planners and evolve a curriculum plan which they implement in their own classrooms or which they submit for the approval of the curriculum council or committee.
Moving Ahead
If it is recognized that all public policy in education is the product of professional-lay interaction, then one of the main roadblocks to progress can be removed. Increasing the communication between scholars in various disciplines and professional educators would be a valuable step forward. A next step is to make greater use of that largely untapped resource—student contributions to curriculum planning. In each community, professional educators should move to establish the structural devices needed so that scholars, citizens, students, and professional educators may share in planning the curriculum needed. Because of the importance of education, each should be enabled to make his or her particular contribution to curriculum planning.
Who should plan the curriculum? Everyone interested in the future; everyone concerned for the quality of education being experienced by the leaders of the future who are now in our classrooms.
Glen Hass was professor of education, emeritus, University of Florida, Gainesville, and twice national president of the John Dewey Society.
Questions for Reflection
1. Do you agree that “The student is the major untapped resource in curriculum planning”? Why or why not?
2. In regard to the level and curricular area with which you are most interested, what “structures” could you create to increase the involvement of the following groups in planning the curriculum: students, parents, and community members, and other educators?
3. What guidelines should curriculum leaders follow in facilitating collaborative curriculum planning?
A Principal Looks Back: Standards Matter
KIM MARSHALL
Abstract
After 15 years as the principal of Boston’s Mather School, the nation’s oldest public elementary school, Marshall takes a critical look at his accomplishments and his failings. With approximately 600 inner-city students—many of whom did not speak English at home—Marshall faced the challenges of countless urban principals. Given that, he credits the improvements Mather School saw in the 1990s to rigorous state standards and the high-stakes Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) test.
After fifteen years as principal of an inner-city elementary school, I am a battle-hardened veteran with his ideals still intact. I welcome this opportunity to look at how the introduction of standards affected the day-to-day struggle to bring a firstrate education to all students.
I became principal of Boston’s Mather School after three experiences that neatly framed some of the challenges of school leadership. Fresh out of college in 1969, I taught sixth graders in a Boston middle school and operated pretty much as a lone wolf, writing my own curriculum and at one point actually cutting the wires of my classroom public address speaker to silence the incessant schoolwide announcements. In my nine years in the classroom, I know that students learned a lot, but I was never held accountable to any external standards.
In 1980, intrigued by the “effective schools” research (including the work of Ron Edmonds and the British study, Fifteen Thousand Hours), I spent a year at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and sat at the feet of Edmonds himself. I steeped myself in his research on what seemed to make some urban schools work (strong instructional leadership, high expectations, a focus on basics, effective use of test data, and a safe and humane climate) and said “Amen” to his searing comment on failing urban schools: “We can, whenever and wherever we choose, successfully teach all children whose schooling is of interest to us. We already know more than we need in order to do this. Whether we do it must finally depend on how we feel about the fact that we haven’t so far.” I was eager to become a school leader and put these ideas to work.
But while I was in graduate school, the voters of Massachusetts passed a tax-limiting referendum that sent Boston into a budget tailspin and closed twenty-seven schools. This nixed any chance I had of being made a principal in the near future, and I prepared to return to my classroom.
Instead, I was hired as chief architect of a new citywide curriculum by Boston’s Superintendent of Schools, Robert Spillane, a forceful advocate of higher student achievement and more accountable schools. This was right around the time A Nation at Risk came out, and I found myself in the thick of Boston’s response to the “rising tide of mediocrity.” Later, under Spillane’s successor, Laval Wilson, I directed an ambitious systemwide strategic planning process. My colleagues and I did some useful work, but throughout my years in the central office I felt that our efforts were often like pushing a string. Without like-minded principals pulling our initiatives into the schools, we often didn’t make much of a difference.
When I finally became a principal in 1987, my experiences as a teacher, graduate student, and bureaucrat had shown me three aspects of the urban school challenge: (a) talented but often cussedly independent teachers working in isolation from their colleagues and external standards; (b) provocative research theories about the key factors associated with effective urban schools; and (c) the limited power of the central office to push change into schools that had a great deal of autonomy and very little accountability. Now that I was in the principal’s office, I thought I was ideally situated to make a difference for teachers and kids. Was I right?
First, the good news. Over the last fifteen years, Mather students have made significant gains. Our student attendance went from 89 percent to 95 percent and our staff attendance went from 92 percent to 98 percent. Our test scores went from rock bottom in citywide standings to about two-thirds of the way up the pack. A recent in-depth review gave us a solid B+ based on an intensive inspection of the school and standardized test scores. And in 1999, the Mather was recognized for having the biggest gains in the MCAS (the rigorous Massachusetts statewide tests) of any large elementary school in the state. I am proud of these gains and of dramatic improvements in staff skills and training, student climate, philanthropic support, and the physical plant.
But now some more sobering news. The gains we made came in agonizingly slow increments, and were accompanied by many false starts, detours, and regressions. Graphs of our students’ test scores did not show the clean, linear progress I had expected. Far too many of our students score in the bottom category on standardized tests, too few are Proficient and Advanced, and our student suspension rate is too high. Serious work remains to be done.
When judging schools, everyone is an expert. If the Mather’s student achievement was extraordinary, people would attribute it to certain “obvious” factors: the principal’s leadership, his 78-hour workweek, recruiting great teachers, raising money and bringing in lots of resources, using the research on effective schools, and so on. But our student achievement is not extraordinary. This means that despite a lot of hard work, some key ingredients were missing.
I have a theory. I think that the absence of meaningful external standards before 1998 prevented our strenuous and thoughtful efforts from having much traction. I would like to test this theory by examining ten notorious barriers to high student achievement, our struggle with each of them before the introduction of external standards, and what changed when Massachusetts finally mandated high-stakes tests.
1. Teacher isolation. In my first months as principal, I was struck by how cut off Mather teachers were from each other and from a sense of schoolwide purpose. I understood teachers’ urge to close their classroom doors and do their own thing; I had done the same thing when I was a teacher. But my reading of the effective schools research and my experience in the central office convinced me that if Mather teachers worked in isolation, there would be pockets of excellence but schoolwide performance would continue to be abysmal.
So I struggled to get the faculty working as a team. I circulated a daily newsletter (dubbed the Mather Memo) and tried to focus staff meetings on curriculum and effective teaching strategies. I encouraged staff to share their successes, publicly praised good teaching, and successfully advocated for a record-breaking number of citywide Gold Apple awards for Mather teachers. I recruited a corporate partner whose generosity made it possible, among other things, to have occasional staff luncheons and an annual Christmas party.
But morale never seemed to get out of the sub-basement. Staff meetings gravitated to student discipline problems, and as a young principal who was seen as being too “nice” to students, I was often on the defensive. We spent very little time talking about teaching and learning, and did not develop a sense of schoolwide teamwork. The result? Teachers continued to work as private artisans, sometimes masterfully, sometimes with painful mediocrity—and the overall results continued to be very disappointing.
2. Lack of teamwork. Having failed to unite the staff as one big happy family, I decided that grade-level teams were a more manageable arena in which to work on improving collegiality. I began to schedule the school so that teachers at the same grade level had the same free periods. Teams began to meet at least once a week and held occasional after-school or weekend retreats (for which they were paid). A few years later, a scheduling consultant taught me how to create once-a-week 90-minute team meetings by scheduling Art, Computer, Library, Music, and Phys Ed classes back-to-back with lunch. This gave teams even more time to meet.
After much debate, we also introduced “looping,” with the entire fourth-grade team moving up to fifth grade with the same students (fifth-grade teachers looped back to fourth). Teachers found that spending two years with the same class strengthened relationships with students and parents and within their grade-level teams, and a few years later the kindergarten and first-grade teams decided to begin looping.
But despite the amount of time that teams spent together, there was a strong tendency for the agendas to be dominated by field trips, war stories about troubled students, and other management issues, with all too little attention to sharing curriculum ideas. I urged teams to use their meetings to take a hard look at student results and use the data to plan ways to improve outcomes, and I tried to bring in training and effective coaches to work with the teams, but I had limited success shifting the agendas of these meetings. In retrospect, I probably would have been more successful if I had attended team meetings and played more of a leadership role, but I was almost always downstairs managing the cafeteria at this point in the day and reasoned that teachers needed to be empowered to run their own meetings.
3. Curriculum anarchy. During my early years as principal, I was struck by the fact that most teachers resisted using a common set of gradelevel standards. In the central office, I had been involved in creating Boston’s citywide curriculum goals, and I was stunned by the degree to which they were simply ignored. While teachers enjoyed their “academic freedom,” it caused constant problems. While teachers in one grade emphasized multiculturalism, teachers in the next grade judged students on their knowledge of traditional history facts. While one team focused on grammar and spelling, another cared deeply about style and voice. While one encouraged students to use calculators, the next wanted students to be proficient at long multiplication and division. These ragged “hand-offs” were a frequent source of unhappiness. But teachers almost never shared their feelings with the offending colleagues in the grade just below theirs. That would have risked scary confrontations on deep pedagogical disagreements, which teachers were sure would undermine staff morale. But the absence of honest discussion—culminating in an agreed-upon grade-by-grade curriculum—doomed the Mather to a deeper morale problem stemming from suppressed anger—and lousy test scores.
I saw curriculum anarchy as a major leadership challenge, and tried again and again to get teachers to buy into a coherent K–5 sequence. At one staff retreat, I asked teachers at each grade level to talk to those at the grade just below and just above theirs and agree to better curriculum handoffs. People listened politely to each other, but made very few changes in what they were teaching. Undaunted, I brought in newly written Massachusetts curriculum frameworks and national curriculum documents, but they did not match the tests our students were required to take and could therefore be ignored with impunity. When the Boston central office produced a cumbersome new curriculum in 1996, I “translated” it into teacher-friendly packets for each grade level—but these had little impact on the private curriculums in many classrooms.
As a result, far too many of our students moved to the next grade with uneven preparation, and our fifth graders, although better prepared than most Boston elementary graduates, entered middle school with big gaps in their knowledge and skills. It was not a pretty picture, and I was intensely frustrated that I could not find a way to change it.
4. Weak alignment. As I wrestled with the curriculum issue, I saw that tests were a vital part of getting teachers on the same page. But virtually all of the standardized tests that students took were poorly aligned with the classroom curriculum (whatever that was) and were not well respected by most teachers. Boston’s attempt to write citywide curriculum tests in the 1980s was not well received, and the tests quickly fell into disuse. The tests that teachers gave every Friday and at the end of each curriculum unit were of uneven quality and covered a wide variety of topics with an even wider range of expectations and criteria for excellence. The only tests that got a modicum of respect were the Metropolitan Achievement Tests, which were given in reading and math at every grade level except kindergarten, with school-by-school results published in Boston newspapers.
Sensing that teachers cared about the Metropolitan, I thought that might be a lever for getting teachers on the same curriculum page and making predictable hand-offs of skills and knowledge to the next grade. I did a careful analysis of the Metropolitan and, without quoting specific test items, told teachers at each grade level what the test covered in reading and math. Did teachers use my pages and pages of goals? They did not. And hard as it was for me to admit it, they had a point. Teachers did not think they could improve their students’ scores by teaching toward the items I had extracted from the tests—or toward Boston’s curriculum, for that matter. The Metropolitans, being norm-referenced tests, were designed to spread students out on a bell-shaped curve and were not aligned to a specific set of curriculum goals or “sensitive” to good teaching (you could work hard and teach well and not have your efforts show up in improved scores). What’s more, I was pushing the ethical envelope by briefing teachers on the standards that were covered by a supposedly secret test. If Mather scores had skyrocketed, there might have been a major scandal.
But I had stumbled onto an important insight. The key to turning around teachers’ well-founded cynicism about the tests they were required to give and the curriculum they were supposed to teach was to make sure that tests really measured a thoughtful K–12 curriculum. We needed to find both missing elements—a clear grade-by-grade curriculum and aligned tests—at the same time. I could not persuade teachers to buy into one without the other, and without both I could not coax teachers out of the isolation of their classrooms.
5. Low expectations. Another barrier in my early years as principal was teachers’ pessimism about producing significant student achievement gains. Hamstrung by the lack of aligned curriculum and tests, gun-shy about addressing their colleagues’ idiosyncratic classroom goals, and discouraged by the visible results of poverty (85% of our students qualified for free and reduced-price meals and the community around the school was plagued by unemployment and violence), most teachers regarded themselves as hard-working martyrs in a hopeless cause.
Going for broke in my second month as principal, I brought in Jeff Howard, the charismatic African American social psychologist, and his “Efficacy” message hit home. Jeff spoke of combating our students’ lack of achievement motivation by getting them to see that you are not just born smart—you can get smart by applying effective effort. He grabbed the faculty’s attention with the notion that we could dramatically improve our results by directly confronting the downward spiral of negative beliefs about intelligence and effort. Over lunch, most of the staff buzzed with excitement.
But after lunch Jeff had to go to another school, and the consultant he left in charge was swamped by defensive and increasingly angry reactions. Was he suggesting that teachers were racist? Was he saying that teachers were making the problem worse? And what did he suggest they do on Monday? By late afternoon, it was clear that my gamble to unite the staff around this approach had failed.
Licking my wounds, I took a more incremental approach over the next few years, using private conversations, team meetings, the Mather Memo, and research articles to drive home the message that much higher student achievement was doable at the Mather School. I sent small groups of teachers to Efficacy training, and eventually brought in one of Jeff Howard’s colleagues to train the whole staff. It was an uphill battle, but gradually Efficacy beliefs were accepted as part of the school’s mission and it became taboo to express negative expectations about students’ potential.
But we still did not see dramatic increases in our Metropolitan test scores. Belief was not enough. We needed something more to boost achievement in every classroom.
6. Negativism. The area in which I was least effective in my early years was dealing with some strong personalities who declared war on my goals as principal. It’s been observed that innercity schools attract and nurture strong personalities and can develop a negative culture. When a leader starts to mess around with the unspoken expectations and mores of such a culture, he is playing with fire. When I appeared on the scene preaching that “All Children Can Learn,” these teachers reacted with disbelief and active resistance. A parody of the Mather Memo ridiculed my idealism: “For Sale: Rose-Colored Glasses! Buy Now! Cheap! Get that glowing feeling while all falls apart around you.”
I was often aghast at the vehemence with which these teachers attacked me. Monthly confrontations with the Faculty Senate invariably got my stomach churning, and I took to quoting W. B. Yeats: “The best lack all conviction, and the worst are full of passionate intensity.” I jokingly dubbed my antagonists the Gang of Six, but I could not hide my dismay when it was reported to me that on the day of the first Efficacy seminar, one of these teachers was overheard to say in the bathroom, “If I had a gun, I’d shoot Jeff Howard dead.” I was continually off balance, and every mistake I made became a major crisis (“People are outraged! Morale has never been worse!”). On several occasions, I failed to set limits on outrageous and insubordinate behavior and assert my prerogatives as principal.
Over a period of years, the most negative people realized that I wasn’t going anywhere and transferred out. They had understudies, and there were struggles almost every year in which I battled with them (not always very skillfully) for the hearts and minds of the silent majority, but the school gradually developed a more positive culture. However, it was only when we were confronted with a compelling external mandate that the positive folks found their voice and the remaining negative staff members fell silent.
7. A harried principal. As every busy principal knows, the hardest part of the job is making time for instructional leadership while dealing with the myriad administrative and disciplinary challenges of running a school. The limitless number of tasks that need to be done can also serve as a very plausible excuse for not dealing with the more intractable work of improving teaching and learning. After my initial setbacks with the staff, I plunged into a major campaign to raise money for a gala 350th anniversary celebration and was successful in sprucing up the aging and neglected building and garnering a great deal of publicity for the school. Although these improvements were important, I had no illusions that they were the heart of the matter.
As I got better at handling the constant stream of “over-the-transom” demands on my time, I prided myself at being able to juggle several balls at once and often quoted an intern’s observation that I had two hundred separate interactions in a single day—and that did not include greeting students in the halls. I became an “intensity junkie,” addicted to being frantically busy and constantly in demand. I had fallen victim to H.S.P.S.—Hyperactive Superficial Principal Syndrome—and was spending far too little time on teaching and learning.
This realization led me to devise a plan for dropping in on five teachers a day for brief, unannounced supervisory visits. These visits and my follow-up conversations with teachers gave me a much better handle what was going on in classrooms, improved my rapport with the staff, and formed the basis for much more insightful performance evaluations.
But like a recovering addict, I continued to struggle with H.S.P.S. on a daily basis. I gradually accepted that I could not (as I had naively hoped) be the school’s staff developer. I began to bring in “coaches” in literacy, math, and science to work with teachers in their classrooms and team meetings. I stopped sending teachers off to isolated workshops and invested in training within the building. These changes greatly improved the quality of staff development for teachers—but test scores were still not improving as much as we hoped.
8. Not focusing on results. I became increasingly convinced that the most important reason for our disappointing scores was that we were spending too little time actually looking at what students were learning. The teachers’ contract allowed me to supervise classroom teaching and inspect teachers’ lesson plans, but woe betide a principal who tries to evaluate a teacher based on student learning outcomes. Resistance to evaluating teachers on results is well-founded at one level: unsophisticated administrators might use unsuitable measures like norm-referenced tests or unfairly evaluate teachers for failing to reach grade-level standards with students who were poorly taught the year before or had significant learning deficits.
But not looking at the results of teaching during the school year is part of a broader American tendency to “teach, test, and hope for the best.” The headlong rush through the curriculum (whatever that might be) is rarely interrupted by a thoughtful look at how students are doing and what needs to be fixed right now or changed next year. For a principal to ask for copies of unit tests and a breakdown of student scores is profoundly counter-cultural. These private artifacts are none of the principal’s business. Teacher teams don’t use them much either. They rarely pause at the end of a teaching unit to look at which teaching “moves” and materials produce the best gains, which are less successful, and which students need more help. With one notable exception, I failed to get teachers to slow down, relax about the accountability bugaboo, and talk about best practices in the light of the work students actually produced.
9. Mystery grading criteria. Looking at student work, especially writing and other open-ended products, is virtually impossible without objective grading tools. In many schools, the criteria for getting an A are a secret locked up in each teacher’s brain, with top grades going to students who are good mind readers. The absence of clear, public, usable guides for scoring student work prevents students from getting helpful feedback and robs teacher teams of the data they need to improve their performance.
In 1996, the Mather made a successful foray into the world of standards-based thinking. Spurred on by a summer workshop with Grant Wiggins, the author of two books on assessment, including Assessing Student Performance, we wrote rubrics (scoring guides) for student writing that described in a one-pager for each grade the specific criteria for getting a score of 4, 3, 2, and 1 in Mechanics/Usage, Content/Organization, and Style/Voice. It was striking how much higher our standards were once we had written these rubrics; now we knew what proficiency looked like! We could also guarantee that the same piece of student writing would get the same scores no matter who graded it. Encouraged by our success, we began to give students a “cold prompt” writing assignment (a topic they had never seen before, no help from the teacher) in September, November, March, and June. Teachers scored the papers together and then discussed the results.
This process was a breakthrough. We had found a way to score student writing objectively; we were sharing the criteria with students and parents in advance (no surprises, no excuses); we were giving “dipstick” assessments at several points each year; teachers at each grade were working as a team to score students’ work; and teachers were analyzing students’ work, giving students feedback, and fine-tuning their teaching. We began to see significant improvements in our students’ writing.
But after a few years of regular scoring meetings and charting of students’ progress, our efforts began to flag. Finding enough time was always an issue, especially since the scoring/data analysis meetings were hard to fit into our 90-minute team meetings and many teachers had after-school family commitments. It takes very strong leadership—or another equally powerful force—to sustain this kind of work.
10. No schoolwide plan. Over the years, we eyeballed many different programs to turn around student achievement—Effective Schools, Efficacy, Success for All, Core Knowledge, Accelerated Schools, Comer, Schools Without Failure, Multiple Intelligences, Whole Language, Multicultural, and others—but none got the buy-in needed for successful implementation. As a result, we kept trying to “grow our own”—an exhausting and frustrating process. In the late 1990s, one “whole school” reform program was mandated as part of a Boston grant program. We appreciated the help (and the money!) but felt there were crucial pieces missing and drove the program administrators crazy by constantly second-guessing their model and adding components of our own. Perhaps we were asking for too much. Perhaps we should have committed to a less-than-perfect program and given it a chance to work. But we were on a constant quest for a better mousetrap.
As we continued our search, two more narrowly focused programs had a big impact. The first was Reading Recovery, a highly effective, low-tech, data-driven program for struggling first graders. What caught the attention of the whole staff was that most of the students who appeared to be doomed to school failure got back on track after twelve weeks of hard work with the highly trained Reading Recovery teachers.
After a few years of successful implementation, there was enough support to get all primary-grade teachers to buy into the Literacy Collaborative program, which was created by Irene Fountas and Gay Sue Pinnell to align the way reading and writing are taught in regular classrooms with Reading Recovery. All of our K–3 teachers bought into the program and were trained by one of their colleagues through in-class coaching and a 40-hour after-school course in which teachers looked at student work and data (using a new scale of reading proficiency) and talked constantly about best practices in a low-stakes, collegial atmosphere. The program produced significant gains in our student achievement in the lower grades, and during the 2001–2002 school year we introduced the upper-grade version of Literacy Collaborative.
But these very effective literacy programs were not part of a coherent schoolwide change plan. And this, along with all the other factors discussed above, prevented us from getting the kinds of achievement gains we knew our students could produce… .
Children who enter school with middle-class home advantages tend to do well, even if they attend ineffective schools. But disadvantaged children desperately need effective schools to teach them key life skills and launch them into success. Unless there is strong leadership pushing back, the ten factors will make things much worse for these children. If teachers work in isolation, if there isn’t effective teamwork, if the curriculum is undefined and weakly aligned with tests, if there are low expectations, if a negative culture prevails, if the principal is constantly distracted by non-academic matters, if the school does not measure and analyze student outcomes, and if the staff lacks a coherent overall improvement plan, then students’ entering inequalities will be amplified and poor children will fall further and further behind, widening the achievement gap into a chasm.
This presents a tremendous professional—and moral—challenge to principals, because they are ideally situated to influence each of these factors. If the principal is an effective instructional leader, the forces will be pushed back (at least for the time being) and the gap will narrow. For vulnerable, school-dependent children, this is a godsend.
How did I measure up to this challenge? For more than a decade, I had limited success pushing back the powerful gap-widening forces. Mather students only began to make real progress when strong external standards were introduced, and that did not happen until Massachusetts introduced high-stakes tests (the MCAS) in 1998.
When we heard that 800-pound gorilla knocking on our door, the turnaround happened with amazing speed. As our fourth graders took the first round of MCAS tests, one of our most effective teachers (who taught fourth grade) burst into tears at a staff meeting and proclaimed, “No more Lone Ranger!” She pleaded with her colleagues in kindergarten, first grade, second grade, and third grade to prepare students with the necessary building blocks so that she would never again have to watch her students being humiliated by a test for which they were so poorly prepared.
Some of our colleagues joined the handwringing across Massachusetts about making students the victims of a forced march to high standards. But in a subsequent meeting, the staff sat down and actually took portions of the MCAS and came to these conclusions: (a) although the test is hard, it really does measure the kinds of skills and knowledge students need to be successful in the twenty-first century; (b) the MCAS is a curriculum-referenced test whose items are released every year, making it possible to align the curriculum and study for the test (we are lucky to live in Massachusetts; some states use norm-referenced tests and keep their tests secret); (c) our students have a long way to go; but (d) most of our kids can reach the proficient level if the whole school teaches effectively over time.
The only problem was that the Massachusetts frameworks and tests were pegged to grades four, eight, and ten, leaving some uncertainty about curriculum goals for the other grades. But the grade-four tests and accompanying “bridge” documents gave us much more information than we had before. We set up committees that worked with consultants to “tease back” the standards, and we then worked as a staff (with parent input) to create booklets with clear grade-by-grade proficiency targets accompanied by rubrics and exemplars of good student work. We also set a schoolwide achievement target four years into the future (an idea suggested by Jeff Howard), and then spelled out SMART goals (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, and Timebound) for each grade level to act as steppingstones toward the long-range target. Each year since, we have updated the SMART goals with higher and higher expectations.
I believe that the rigorous, high-stakes MCAS tests had a dramatic impact on all of the areas with which we had struggled for so long. The grade-by-grade MCAS-aligned targets put an end to curriculum anarchy and kicked off the process of locating or writing during-the-year assessments aligned with those goals. This in turn focused the curriculum and produced data that teams could sink their teeth into, giving much more substance to their meetings. The rubrics we had developed just a year before were key tools in objectively measuring student writing and displaying data in ways that encouraged effective team discussions on improving results. As teachers gave up some “academic freedom,” their isolation from each other was greatly reduced and grade-level teams had a common purpose. Our staff confronted the issue of teacher expectations when we took portions of the MCAS ourselves, and there was much less negative energy as we united in a relentless push for proficiency—a term we had never used before. My work as an administrator was much more focused on student learning results, which helped in the continuing struggle with H.S.P.S. And, finally, the perennial search for the perfect school improvement program came full circle to a very straightforward mission: preparing students with the specific proficiencies needed to be successful at the next grade level and graduate from fifth grade with the skills and knowledge to get on the honor roll in any middle school. We began to focus all our energy on continuously improving each of the components of a “power cycle”: clear unit goals, pretests, effective teaching, formative assessments, data analysis, feedback to students and parents, and a safety net for students who fall through the cracks.
The elements for greatly improved achievement are falling into place, and there’s help from the central office: Boston’s citywide curriculum goals are being aligned with the MCAS and re-framed in a compact format for each grade level, and additional coaching and professional time are being given to all schools. I believe that the Mather’s student achievement will take off as the staff hones all the elements and captures big enough chunks of focused staff meeting time to process student work and data effectively. The most important work is hard to do within the school day, even in 90-minute meetings. Special afterschool retreats have to be in teachers’ calendars well in advance, money has to be available to pay stipends, and teachers need some initial coaching on making these data analysis meetings really effective. With strong leadership and continuing staff buy-in, these ingredients ought to make it possible for virtually all students to reach at least the proficient level.
In closing, I want to return to the Ron Edmonds statement cited earlier. Edmonds often said that the existence of even one effective urban school (and he found a number of them) proved that we knew how to turn around failing schools—which meant that there was no excuse for any urban school to be ineffective. With these words, Edmonds laid a colossal guilt trip on urban educators who were not getting good results. His stinging rebuke may have jolted some educators out of fatalistic attitudes and gotten them thinking about ways to improve their schools. But was Edmonds right that we knew in 1978 how to turn around failing schools? Was he fair to thoughtful, hard-working school leaders? Was he a little glib about what it would take to close the gap?
From my experience as a principal, I can testify that Edmonds and his generation of researchers did not provide a detailed road map to help a failing school find its way out of the woods. Without that, success depended too much on extraordinary talent, great personal charisma, an impossibly heroic work ethic, a strong staff already in place, and luck—which allowed cynics to dismiss isolated urban successes as idiosyncratic and say they proved nothing about broader school change.
But Edmonds’ much more basic contribution was in getting three key messages into the heads of people who cared about urban schools: 1) demographics are not destiny, and inner-city children can achieve at high levels; 2) some specific school characteristics are linked to beating the demographic odds; and 3) we therefore need to stop making excuses and get to work.
Turning around failing schools is extraordinarily difficult. My 15-year struggle to make one school effective has brought me face to face with my own personal and professional limitations and made me a student of school effectiveness and the key factors that get people and institutions to work more successfully. I have learned that the starting point has to be an almost religious belief that it can be done, and Edmonds served as high priest in that regard. A second necessity is an outline of what an effective school looks like, and the correlates of effective urban schools (which have held up remarkably well over the years) have given me a vision of the pieces that need to be in place for all children to learn at high levels. A third key piece is real expertise on turning around failing schools. Craft knowledge has increased by leaps and bounds. If I could go back to 1987 and start over again as principal with current knowledge about school improvement, progress would be made much more rapidly.
But student achievement would still not have reached its full potential without a fourth tool: strong external standards linked to high-stakes curriculum tests. I believe that the arrival of standards and tests in the late 1990s provided the traction needed for a principal to push back the powerful gap-widening forces that operate within all schools.
Building on the accumulated lessons of researchers and practitioners, today’s principals are in a much better position to be successful. If they believe passionately that their students can achieve proficiency, if they have a clear vision of what makes a school effective, if they learn the lessons of school change, and if they take advantage of external assessments, principals should be able to lead a school staff to bring a first-rate education to every child. Ron Edmonds would have smiled about that. So should all of us.
Kim Marshall resigned from Boston’s Mather School in 2002. He was principal there for 15 years.
Questions for Reflection
1. What does Marshall list as the ten notorious barriers to high school achievement? Looking back on your high school experience, would you say his list is accurate? What would you add or remove from the list? Why?
2. Marshall credits one single thing as the greatest contribution to improved performance at Mather School. What is it? How did this come to have such a tremendous impact on student performance?
3. What does Marshall wish he had done differently at Mather School in his tenure there? What can you learn from his experiences to help you when dealing with issues of student achievement?
The Limits of Ideology: Curriculum and the Culture Wars
DAVID T. GORDON
Abstract
Gordon examines the culture wars that broke out in the wake of A Nation at Risk—between conservatives and liberals—over what was required to best teach literacy in America’s schools. He observes that ideological orthodoxy for setting educational agendas is very limited and inevitably leads to conflict and poorly served students in the classroom. Gordon stresses the need for a balanced, or integrated, approach to curricular reforms—one that makes the most of what different strategies offer in order to reach the widest range of children. Finally, policymakers and education researchers need to do a better job of clarifying the goals, means and justifications for reforms. Once those objectives have been clarified, teacher leaders need to be given comprehensive training, support, and incentive if reforms are to be taken to scale.
Just months before she died in 1999, Jeanne Chall, a leading literacy scholar of the twentieth century, participated in a forum at the Harvard Graduate School of Education called “Beyond the Reading Wars.” In the 1960s, Chall had written Learning to Read: The Great Debate to address the rancorous debate over whether beginning readers should learn letters and sounds before delving into books or immerse themselves in texts, picking up the sights, sounds, and meaning of words along the way. Learning to Read had displayed a mountain of research about the need for beginning readers to have both phonics instruction and access to interesting reading material. What more was there to say? Yet here was Chall more than thirty years later discussing a whole new round of reading debates.
In a comical exchange with the moderator, Chall was asked if a certain high-profile report issued earlier that year would settle the matter. “Well,” she replied, “the basic knowledge was known for the longest time. Even the Greeks knew what kind of combination [of instruction] you needed in teaching reading. Thirty years ago I said the research showed that you do need phonics. And then you do need to read, you see.”
“So why do we keep fighting about whole language and phonics?”
“I know many of my friends say it’s a political thing,” Chall replied. “The ones who like the alphabet are right-wingers, Republicans. Can you imagine? At any rate, somebody discovered along the way that you really didn’t need to know all the letters. You could remember the words. That is more fun. You don’t have to drill.”
“And those fun people are the Democrats? The ones who don’t do any work?” the moderator asked.
“Yes, the liberals,” said Chall.1
The banter was humorous—and meant to be. But it also revealed some frustration over the tenor and substance of the disputes about reading instruction during the 1980s and 1990s. Chall, it has been said, was one to “follow the evidence fearlessly wherever it might lead.”2 Yet the curriculum debates that came after A Nation at Risk were often fueled not by a sober and fearless analysis of what the evidence said is best, but by ideological and political partisanship. More often than not, it led to the kind of absurd characterizations Chall was poking fun at, the oversimplifications that turned reading- and math-teaching strategies into salvos within the culture wars. Somewhere along the line phonics and arithmetic became “conservative”—the pedagogical equivalents of Reaganomics, mink coats, and Anita Bryant—while whole language and reform math became “liberal,” lumped in with the progressive income tax and Mother Jones.
Given the sense of urgency to improve education following A Nation at Risk, school reform was bound to take on the look of blood sport in certain cases, particularly regarding reading and math instruction. Bitter squabbles have broken out over science and social studies instruction, high-stakes testing, and school choice. But the reading and math wars have been generally nastier and more emotional than even those conflicts. It’s not hard to understand why. Reading and math are the bedrock of children’s learning, the primary subjects of elementary education. Later success in school and college depends on success in those subjects during the preK–3 years.
The broad bipartisan support for the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 may prove to be something of a truce, if not a peace treaty, in the curriculum wars. Conservatives and liberals, traditionalists and progressives agreed that an emphasis on “scientific,” or research-based, instruction and standards was needed so that K–12 decisionmaking would be influenced less by ideology and more by practical and proven solutions to classroom dilemmas.
If the wars really are ended, what can be learned from them? One thing they teach us is the limits of ideological orthodoxy for setting educational agendas. When ideologues impose lopsided solutions, conflict is inevitable—and children are poorly served. A related lesson is about the importance of a balanced, or integrated, approach to curricular reforms—one that makes the most of what different strategies offer in order to reach the widest range of children. Not only does that usually make the most sense, but research shows that teachers seldom incorporate new materials and reform strategies whole hog. Without some evidence that proposed changes are indeed an improvement, and without a specific plan for putting those changes into practice, teachers will take it on themselves to interpret and integrate them into the practices they already know. Which suggests a third lesson: that policymakers and education researchers need to do a better job of clarifying the goals, means, and justifications for reforms. Finally, once those objectives have been clarified, teachers need to be given comprehensive training, support, and incentive if reforms are to be taken to scale.
The Problem of Ideology
Educational ideologies are a useful starting point for discussion, for describing the ideal positions of different sides in a debate, but they are not very helpful for prescribing solutions. The post–Nation at Risk years have shown that reality trumps ideology time and again. California’s reading and math reforms are good examples.
The state’s 1987 English/Language Arts framework tried to overhaul reading instruction by installing a curriculum meant to convey “the magic of language” and “touch students’ lives and stimulate their minds and hearts.” It called for a radical change in instructional practice. Out was phonics: proponents of the new method argued that such skill-building exercises—“drill-and-kill”—bored students and stymied their natural excitement about reading. In came whole language, which would immerse students in texts and do away with direct instruction in lettersound relationships, spelling, and so forth. Students would learn to read as they learned to speak—by jumping right in and doing it—and focus on the meaning of words, not their sounds or particular parts. Fundamental skills would be picked up along the way, in context. This dispute is an old story in American education—from the “alphabetic method” of Noah Webster’s speller and McGuffey’s readers to attacks by Horace Mann and John Dewey on phonics-based instruction to Why Johnny Can’t Read, the 1955 bestseller that induced a public outcry for a return to direct phonics instruction.
That’s where Jeanne Chall comes in. In 1961, the Carnegie Corporation of New York asked Chall, then at the City University of New York, to determine what the evidence said. She analyzed dozens of studies published from 1910 to 1967, reviewed the most widely used reading textbooks and their teachers manuals, talked with authors and editors of beginning reading programs, and visited hundreds of classrooms in the United States and the United Kingdom. She published her results in 1967 in Learning to Read.
The verdict? A combination of phonics for beginners and good literature for all was best. “To read, one needs to be able to use both the alphabetic principle and the meaning of words,” she wrote. “What distinguished the more effective beginning reading instruction was its early emphasis on learning the code. Instruction that focused, at the beginning, on meaning tended to produce less favorable results.” Early phonics instruction in which children learn letter-sound relationships by sounding out words as they read was especially beneficial to children of low socioeconomic status who did not come from language-rich or literacy-rich homes.3
In the 1970s and 1980s, when education research was exploring new territory in beginning reading through the lenses of psychology and neurology, evidence continued to mount showing the efficacy of early phonics instruction combined with exposure to high-quality reading material. Later editions of Learning to Read, published in 1983 and 1996, reported even stronger support of the advantages of “code emphasis over meaning emphasis” for beginning readers.4
But whole language, the latest incarnation of the whole-word method, was winning the ideological battle. It got the approval of teachers unions, schools of education, and others sympathetic to its progressive underpinnings. Its idealized view of children as self-motivated, joyful learners who, with the right encouragement, could construct meaning out of texts without having to know a bunch of rules had a highly romantic appeal.5
Whatever its merits, whole language was done a disservice by those adherents who presented it in increasingly strident ways, turning the reading debate into a conflict between good and evil rather than what it should have been: a difference of opinion between people of good will. In California, the discussion took on an almost “theological” character, as journalist Nicholas Le-mann puts it, shaped by the crusading, absolutist fervor of its participants.6
California’s education leaders bought into an ideology rather than a proven, research-based instructional plan. Consulting with whole-language advocates, they were presented with a “choice”: (a) provide beginning readers with a humane, nurturing whole-language environment in which their natural interest and love for rich reading material would flourish, or (b) offer them mind-numbing phonics-based instruction. Bill Honig, California’s superintendent of public instruction at the time, would later claim, “We thought we were pushing literature. We were neutral on phonics. Then the whole-language movement hijacked what we were doing.”7 The new framework didn’t mention whole language directly, but it was full of the theory’s romantic language, as its references to the “magic” of language and efforts to “stimulate hearts and minds” suggest.
A similar theological good-versus-evil hue colored the state’s math reforms, which included the introduction of new frameworks in 1985 and 1992. Familiar themes emerged, pitting a child-centered ideology emphasizing “real-life” problem- solving against the boring, factory-floor experience of arithmetic drills and pencil-and-paper computation. With reform math, students would use calculators and manipulatives—objects such as beans, sticks, or blocks—to understand numeric relationships. They would read about math problems and discuss them in an effort to understand not just computational value but how such knowledge applies in life. They would work in small groups, tackling together the sorts of problems one encounters in everyday life. Basic skills would—like phonics in the reading reforms—get picked up by students along the way in an informal or indirect manner. This same departure from a basic-skills emphasis characterized the 1989 standards issued by the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM). To reformers, traditional instruction was “mindless mimicry mathematics.”8
Of course, ideological excess was not limited to reformers. By the early 1990s, grassroots opposition to both the math and reading frameworks in California had swelled into a statewide movement. Helped by the relatively new technologies of the World Wide Web and email, parents and mathematicians founded Mathematically Correct, an advocacy group that became a powerful opponent of what was now being called “fuzzy math” after the reform’s endorsement of estimation rather than computation. Meanwhile, the media began seeking and fording extreme examples of the new methods in action. In one memorable anecdote, Time magazine reporter Margot Hornblower visited a fifth-grade class in Sun Valley, California, where the teacher began class by asking, “What if everybody here had to shake hands with everyone else? How many handshakes would that take?” The kids split into small groups and puzzled over the activity for some time—the reporter said for an hour, the teacher later said twenty minutes. Regardless, none of the children could arrive at an answer, and the class tried it again the next day.9
Such stories were often exaggerated by opponents of the reforms as representative of the depth and scope of reforms. This was unfair. But they had a potent political effect. In 1997, California revised its framework again to blend traditional instruction with reform methods, putting a greater emphasis on arithmetic, computation, and paper-and-pencil algorithms such as long division. In 2000, the NCTM did the same. But the NCTM also made a point of spelling out more clearly how the standards should be applied, especially in the elementary and middle grades. In some ways, the NCTM saw the math wars as a great misunderstanding and suggested that the revised standards were a clarification, not a correction, of the 1989 framework.10
A similar uprising took place over reading. Years after overseeing the 1987 reform, California’s former superintendent of public instruction Bill Honig would say, “The best antidote to a zealous philosophy is reality.”11 The coup de grace for whole language in his state came with the publication of the 1994 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reading scores. In just eight years, California had fallen from first among states to dead last, tied with Louisiana. Fifty-nine percent of fourth graders could not read at the fourth-grade level, compared to a national average of 44 percent reading below grade level. African American and Hispanic children fared worst, with 71 percent and 81 percent, respectively, lacking necessary reading skills, compared with 44 percent of white students.
Whole-language proponents cited a number of factors to explain the change, such as larger class size, a new surge of immigration, the high percentage of students from families of low socioeconomic status, and poor training of teachers in whole-language teaching. They pointed out that other states using whole language, such as New Hampshire, had improved test scores significantly.12 But those arguments fell on deaf ears, especially the arguments about immigration and poverty, given that 49 percent of those who read below basic levels had college graduates for parents. Nowhere else in the nation did the children of college-educated parents score lower than in California.13
Something was clearly wrong with California reading instruction, and conservatives had a field day promoting an image of a huge state bureaucracy imposing illiteracy on its children with its politically correct theory. Even before the NAEP scores came out, Republicans had held up whole language from coast to coast in 1994, when they won their first congressional majority in half a century, as a symbol of failed “liberal” ideas. They were not above their own ideological excesses: fundamentalist Christians suggested that whole language’s goal of helping students make meaning out of texts was an effort to undermine a literal, or fundamentalist, reading of anything, but especially the Bible.14
After the NAEP embarrassment, California amended its reading framework in 1996, calling for a “balanced, comprehensive approach” to reading instruction in its schools that would provide direct instruction in phonics, vocabulary, and spelling while acknowledging whole-language advocates’ concern that, of course, “the best instruction provides a strong relationship between what children learn in phonics and what they read.”15 It was a point Jeanne Chall had made in Learning to Read twenty-nine years earlier.
The Need for Balance
Chall had warned against taking phonics to an extreme. Early phonics instruction was a necessary tool that should be replaced with reading good stories as quickly as possible. But she had also criticized education professionals for ignoring half a century of research evidence because of their ideological bias against skills-based phonics instruction—the belief that phonics was incompatible with progressive education.16
Even as research continued in the 1990s to demonstrate the need for a balanced reading approach, whole-language theorists attacked advocates of balance in baldly political terms. A founding theorist of whole language bizarrely accused Jeanne Chall of doing the bidding of “right-wing” groups bent on destroying public education because she had unmasked the potential harm of a radical application of his theory.17
At this time, the federal government did what the Carnegie Corporation had tried to do in supporting Chall’s work in the 1960s: get beyond the ideological squabbles to determine what reading research actually said. The National Research Council (NRC), the research arm of the National Academy of Sciences, took up the task. Three shifts in thinking during the 1980s made the project compelling, according to Catherine Snow, the Harvard literacy expert who directed the study. First, a large body of new research increased our understanding of the importance of preschool experiences in the development of literacy—that during those years, children are not just getting ready for reading instruction but actively developing literacy skills. Second, research conducted in the previous two decades about the nature of the reading process had resolved many of the issues phonics and whole-language advocates were fighting about, demolishing some theoretical underpinnings of what Snow calls “radical whole-language practice”—research that had yet to filter down to the trenches. Third, given this consensus on instructional matters, prevention of reading problems rather than reading instruction per se became more of a concern.
In 1998, the NRC issued its verdict: both sides in the reading wars were right—and both were wrong. “The reading wars are over,” the panel declared. The findings, published in a book titled Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young Children, emphasized the need for reading instruction that balanced and integrated what phonics and whole-language proponents were advocating. Good readers accomplish three things, said the report: “They understand the alphabetic system of English to identify printed works; they have and use background knowledge and strategies to obtain meaning from print; and they read fluently.” In other words, they understand and appreciate both the sounds and the meanings of words. The report placed special emphasis on the impact of the preschool years. What kinds of experiences do children need before they get to school and formal reading instruction begins?18
In a later edition of the book, the authors expressed concern about the use of the term balance, a metaphor that, they said, could imply “a little of this and a little of that” or suggest evenly dividing classroom time between phonics and comprehension activities. Instead, they clarified their findings as a call for integrating these strategies so that “the opportunities to learn these two aspects of skilled reading should be going on at the same time, in the context of the same activities, and that the choice of instructional activities should be part of an overall, coherent approach to supporting literacy development, not a haphazard selection from unrelated, though varied, activities.”19
Mathematicians opposed to radical reforms made similar arguments in favor of balanced math instruction that teaches basic skills but also links them to real-life contexts. They argued that having a rich understanding of the abstract concepts and basic facts of mathematics is essential to being able to adapt that knowledge to a variety of plausible and authentic circumstances. Since there is inevitably an abstract or theoretical aspect to any principle, separating the conceptual from the actual is counterproductive and confusing.
Teachers Take Matters into their own Hands
While researchers and policymakers have come to the realization that balanced instruction works best, school practitioners seem to have known that all along. Their natural gravitation toward balanced instruction is typical of how school reform works, according to historians David Tyack and William Tobin: “Reformers believe their innovations will transform schools, but it is important to recognize that schools change reforms. Over and over again teachers have selectively implemented and altered reforms.”20
For example, in one 1995 study, researchers found that children in classes identified as “whole language” made greater gains in reading comprehension than those in classes tagged “basic skills.” They also became independent readers more quickly. But when the researchers took a closer look, they found that those whole-language classrooms actually provided abundant instruction in basic skills.21
Meanwhile, in their decade-long study of California math reform, researchers David K. Cohen and Heather C. Hill found that teachers by and large reported using a mix of methods, taking parts of the curriculum that made sense and ignoring those that didn’t:
What reformers and opponents packaged tidily, teachers disaggregated and reassembled. Their logic was different from and more complex than both the logic put forward by reformers in the frameworks, who saw what we call “conventional” and “reform” ideas about teaching and student learning as opposed to each other, and to the critics of reform, whose view of these matters was at least as black and white as that of the reformers. Though many teachers expressed strong allegiance to the principal reform ideas, most did not discard the corresponding conventional ideas.22
A 1999 report by the Harvard Education Letter found a similar pattern among teachers in Massachusetts, where teachers and curriculum coordinators using materials based on the 1989 NCTM reform math standards began supplementing materials that focused heavily on problem-solving with paper-and-pencil, skills-building worksheets. For example, the math curriculum coordinator for public schools in Braintree, William Kendall, told education journalist Andreae Downs, “It’s often good to blend curricula. Kids need practice. It’s not enough just to get the big idea and move on, you need practice before you get it right.”23
Why do practitioners take matters into their own hands? Cohen and Hill ventured a few guesses. First, school practitioners often get conflicting messages from policymakers at various levels about whether, for example, to teach basic skills or discard them. State directives may be contradicted by district-level directives or by leaders in schools—principals, teacher leaders, or the strong lobbying of local parents’ groups that are at odds with state policy. So many different messages may make teachers feel that the best thing to do is keep on keeping on until the problem is sorted out.
Another explanation cited by Cohen and Hill is that “teachers learn things from experience that reformers, critics, and policymakers can never know because they lack the experience and rarely inquire of teachers.” When math reforms didn’t work in California, policymakers accused teachers of not committing to the framework or of implementing the reforms ineffectively by mixing innovative practices and content with traditional ones. But teachers often told researchers that their professional experience might require them to adjust on the fly to help certain students or classes build essential skills. Like lawyers, doctors, architects, or other professionals, teachers knew that what is drawn up on the board rarely translates easily into practice.
In their analysis of the California math reforms, Cohen and Hill found a great gap between what was prescribed as policy and what took place in practice.24 This complicated the effort to try to evaluate reforms and assign blame or credit for failure or success—a point California whole-language advocates also made when trying to explain the state’s miserable showing in reading in 1994. The interpretation and implementation of standards can vary in each district, school, and classroom. New standards-based curriculum materials often have errors, and the commitment of time and resources to preparing teachers to use such new materials also varies widely.
Because reform efforts often produce glass-half-full and glass-half-empty results, the conclusions we draw from those results must be carefully weighed so that, to paraphrase Bill Honig, reality maintains the upper hand over ideology. For example, researchers at Northwestern University and the University of Chicago compared international math scores to determine how fifth-grade students who had been enrolled in the K–4 reform program Everyday Mathematics matched up with their U.S. and foreign counterparts. The researchers found that the Taiwanese and Japanese fifth graders performed better than all of the American students. Students in Everyday Mathematics outperformed U.S. students from traditional math classes, scored higher than the Taiwanese in some cases, and, on average, scored only slightly lower than Japanese students. Is this good news or bad news? Do we see progress being made through the reform program and should we build on these apparent gains? Or do we just see continued failure—Americans languishing behind the world again—and scrap the program?
The value of education research to practice and policymaking naturally depends on the quality or the trustworthiness of the research itself. In 2000, the Christian Science Monitor reported that two math reform programs—Core-Plus and the Connected Math Project—got favorable reviews from the U.S. Department of Education based on research conducted by people affiliated with the curricula’s developers. Core-Plus was evaluated by an education researcher from the University of Iowa who was a co-director of the program—and in line to receive royalties from sales of its textbooks. “Nobody, including research ethicists, argues that [the Core-Plus study is] invalid,” wrote reporter Mark Clayton. Many observers noted that the study would probably provide useful data and analysis about the program. But without a truly independent review, the DOE’s recommendation is suspect—and gives ample fodder to skeptics of reforms.25
Concerns about skewed research have also been raised by whole-language proponents about recent reports on reading instruction. They note, for example, that the study Teaching Children to Read, commissioned by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development and published in 2000, clearly favored an increased emphasis on phonics instruction. The report, which laid the groundwork for the “Reading First” initiative passed into law as part of the No Child Left Behind Act, focused on quantitative research—that is, studies connecting teaching strategies to test scores. By ignoring qualitative research studies—such as case studies, small-group studies, and in-school observation—the report gave an incomplete picture of the role of classroom instruction in improved reading scores, critics said. In 2002, a new panel went back to the drawing board, looking at qualitative research as well.26
New York Times education columnist Richard Rothstein suggests that the current emphasis in federal legislation on “scientifically based research”—the language used in the Reading Excellence Act of 1998 and repeated numerous times in No Child Left Behind—may undermine the balanced approach by tilting policy in favor of phonics because “scientific study is easier for phonics than whole language.” He writes: “Researchers can teach about phonemes, then test if children they know get ‘car’ by removing a sound from ‘cart.’ It is harder to design experiments to see if storytelling spurs a desire to read.” Rothstein also points out that “[s]cientific studies of separate parts of a reading program exist, but there is no well-established science that precisely balances phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary lessons and storytelling. The balance differs for each child. Teachers fluent in both skill- and literature-based techniques are needed.”27
Helping Teachers Support Reforms
The past twenty years of reform have also shown that getting teachers to change their practice has been more difficult than expected. The teaching profession is by nature a conservative one. For example, Cohen and Hill report that the mathreform ideas that got the most teacher approval were those that did little to challenge conventional practice and required only modest effort to implement—a little more time here, a change in activities there. Anything that appeared to subvert or challenge what they considered to be essential math teaching and learning got only reluctant attention, if any. “All of this suggests one final explanation,” write Cohen and Hill. “[L]earning is often slow and painful, and even when rapid, it attaches to inherited ideas, intellectual structures, and familiar practices.”28
A comparative study of math teaching in the United States and China demonstrates the importance of teacher knowledge. In an effort to learn why Americans did more poorly, researcher Liping Ma, senior scholar at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, found that a high percentage of U.S. teachers had a weak grasp of basic math concepts, particularly at the elementary school level. Teachers lacked a fundamental understanding of standard algorithms, as well as alternative means of problem-solving and why the standard ones have been determined most efficient. A teacher “should know these various solutions of the problem, know how and why students came up with them, know the relationship between the nonstandard ways and the standard way, and know the single conception underlying all the different ways,” she writes in her influential book, Knowing and Teaching Elementary Mathematics. Ma suggests that to improve mathematics instruction in the United States, more attention must be paid to fundamental math knowledge in preservice teacher training, teacher preparation time, and professional development.29
But knowing how to teach math involves more than simply knowing mathematics, and attention to content knowledge alone won’t improve teaching and learning. According to the research of Stanford University’s Linda Darling-Hammond, students learn best from teachers who have university-level courses in math education as well as a fundamentally sound math knowledge. “Sometimes very bright people who are not taught to teach are very poor teachers because they don’t know what it is to struggle to learn, and haven’t thought much about how people learn. Content is important, but it isn’t enough,” she told the Harvard Education Letter. Teachers’ ability to adapt curricula to the needs of each student is crucial to improved instruction in any curriculum, she says.30 Critics of education programs who say that teacher training should focus primarily on content, not pedagogy, fail to appreciate the special skills required for good teaching. Katherine K. Merseth, director of teacher education at Harvard and a former math teacher, says fundamental content knowledge is of course essential. But teachers also need techniques in their teaching repertoire that reflect how children learn and make sense of things:
Can you explain to me why one-half divided by two-thirds is three-fourths? Don’t tell me how to do it, because that’s what many people will do. Give me an example. Tell me a story that represents that equation. We all know you invert and multiply. But why? Or as a kid once said, “If x equals five, why did you call it x? Why didn’t you just call it five?” You need to be able to draw on the content knowledge itself. But simply having the content background will not make you an effective teacher. To be an effective teacher, you must understand your audience.31
In their study, Cohen and Hill found that efforts were successful “only when teachers had significant opportunities to learn how to improve mathematics teaching. When teachers had extended opportunities to study and learn the new mathematics curriculum that their students would use, they were more likely to report practices similar to the aims of the state policy. These opportunities, which often lasted for three days or more, were not typical of professional education in U.S. schools.” Having the opportunity to examine student work with colleagues and discuss it in the context of what reforms were trying to achieve was crucial to making classroom improvements.32
That same lesson is true of reading. Both preservice and inservice training of teachers is essential to improving reading instruction. John Goodlad, a founder of the Center for Educational Renewal at the University of Washington, Seattle, has argued that the paltry preparation of most primary-grade teachers—the average teacher takes one university-level course in reading instruction—makes intervention to help poor readers almost impossible: “Diagnosis and remediation of the nonreaders lie largely outside the repertoire of teachers whose brief pedagogical preparation provided little more than an overview.”33 Meanwhile, the NRC found that “[p]rofessional development of teachers, teachers aides, and professional or volunteer tutors [was] integral to each program—there is an important relationship between the skill of the teacher and the response of the children to early intervention. Effective intervention programs pay close attention to the preparation and supervision of the teachers or tutors.”34
At the twentieth anniversary of A Nation at Risk, that is a recurring theme, not only in discussions about curriculum reform but also about reform in general. Improving the work of teachers must be central; that is, proposed solutions should be practice based and not simply responses to ideological braying in the public arena. Although it often takes partisan firebrands to get the attention of policymakers, the ideas and prescriptions of ideologues are usually too simplistic and unbending to be helpful in shaping effective reform practices. They make good conversation starters but poor plans for action. The curriculum battles of the post–Nation at Risk period have long since demonstrated their limits.
Only a sober assessment of what works on the classroom level—which requires a complex, intensive, and ongoing discussion of the work schools and teachers do, both generally and in very specific, on-the-scene ways—can bring about the kinds of improvements and reforms the writers of A Nation at Risk hoped to inspire with their rhetorical alarms. In its 1998 report calling for an end to the reading wars, the NRC committee noted, “The knowledge base is now large enough that the controversies that have dominated discussions of reading development and reading instruction have given way to a widely honored pax lectura, the conditions of which include a shared focus on the needs and rights of all children to learn to read.”35 One can only hope that such a peace will pervade future discussions about how best to educate children, giving sobriety and reason the upper hand over the ideological excesses that Jeanne Chall laid bare in 1999. To do so, we, like Chall, must be willing to go fearlessly wherever the evidence leads.
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Questions for Reflection
1. Gordon writes that ideological orthodoxy for setting educational agendas is very limited and inevitably leads to conflict and poorly served students in the classroom. What does he mean by the term “ideological orthodoxy” and how does it lead to conflict and poorly served children? What evidence does he cite to support his claims?
2. Do you think politics belongs in the K–12 curriculum? Should political ideologies determine the content, even the methodology, used to teach students? If so, whose political ideas should be represented? How would you go about ensuring equal representation? Is equal representation even possible or desirable?
3. How should we end what has been labeled “the reading wars”? Is the country too culturally divided for a truce, or is some kind of compromise possible? How would we know if we have ideologically “balanced” the curriculum? What would a balanced curriculum look like?
The Muddle Machine: Confessions of a Textbook Editor
TAMIM ANSARY
Abstract
Why are so many textbooks bland and unimaginative? A former editor describes the daunting combination of bureaucratic hurdles, political correctness, and self-appointed censors that stand in the way of a good educational read.
Some years ago, I signed on as an editor at a major publisher of elementary and high school textbooks, filled with the idealistic belief that I’d be working with equally idealistic authors to create books that would excite teachers and fill young minds with Big Ideas.
Not so.
I got a hint of things to come when I overheard my boss lamenting, “The books are done and we still don’t have an author! I must sign someone today!”
Every time a friend with kids in school tells me textbooks are too generic, I think back to that moment. “Who writes these things?” people ask me. I have to tell them, without a hint of irony, “No one.” It’s symptomatic of the whole muddled mess that is the $4.3 billion textbook business.
Textbooks are a core part of the curriculum, as crucial to the teacher as a blueprint is to a carpenter, so one might assume they are conceived, researched, written, and published as unique contributions to advancing knowledge. In fact, most of these books fall far short of their important role in the educational scheme of things. They are processed into existence using the pulp of what already exists, rising like swamp things from the compost of the past. The mulch is turned and tended by many layers of editors who scrub it of anything possibly objectionable before it is fed into a government-run “adoption” system that provides mediocre material to students of all ages.
Welcome to the Machine
The first product I helped create was a basal language arts program. The word basal refers to a comprehensive package that includes students’ textbooks for a sequence of grades, plus associated teachers’ manuals and endless workbooks, tests, answer keys, transparencies, and other “ancillaries.” My company had dominated this market for years, but the brass felt that our flagship program was dated. They wanted something new, built from scratch.

Sounds like a mandate for innovation, right? It wasn’t. We got all the language arts textbooks in use and went through them carefully, jotting down every topic, subtopic, skill, and subskill we could find at each grade level. We compiled these into a master list, eliminated the redundancies, and came up with the core content of our new textbook. Or, as I like to call it, the “chum.”
But wait. If every publisher was going through this same process (and they were), how was ours to stand out? Time to stir in a philosophy.
By philosophy, I mean a pedagogical idea. These conceptual enthusiasms surge through the education universe in waves. Textbook editors try to see the next one coming and shape their program to embody it.
The new ideas are born at universities and wash down to publishers through research papers and conferences. Textbook editors swarm to events like the five-day International Reading Association conference to pick up the buzz. They all run around wondering, What’s the coming thing? Is it critical thinking? Metacognition? Constructivism? Project-based learning?
At those same conferences, senior editors look for up-and-coming academics and influential educational consultants to sign as “authors” of the textbooks that the worker bees are already putting together back at the shop.
Content Lite
Once a philosophy has been fixed on and added, we shape the pulp to fit key curriculum guidelines. Every state has a prescribed compendium of what kids should learn—tedious lists of buffeted objectives consisting mostly of sentences like this:
The student shall be provided content necessary to formulate, discuss, critique, and review hypotheses, theories, laws, and principles and their strengths and weaknesses.
If you should meet a textbook editor and he or she seems eccentric (odd hair, facial tics, et cetera), it’s because this is a person who has spent hundreds of hours scrutinizing countless pages filled with such action items, trying to determine if the textbook can arguably be said to support each objective.
Of course, no one looks at all the state frameworks. Arizona’s guidelines? Frankly, my dear, we don’t give a damn. Rhode Island’s? Pardon me while I die laughing. Some states are definitely more important than others. More on this later.
Eventually, at each grade level, the editors distill their notes into detailed outlines, a task roughly comparable to what sixth-century jurists in Byzantium must have faced when they carved Justinian’s Code out of the jungle of Roman law. Finally, they divide the outline into theoretically manageable parts and assign these to writers to flesh into sentences.
What comes back isn’t even close to being the book. The first project I worked on was at this stage when I arrived. My assignment was to reduce a stack of pages 17 inches high, supplied by 40 writers, to a 3-inch stack that would sound as if it had all come from one source. The original text was just ore. A few of the original words survived, I suppose, but no whole sentences.
To avoid the unwelcome appearance of originality at this stage, editors send their writers voluminous guidelines. I am one of these writers, and this summer I wrote a 10-page story for a reading program. The guideline for the assignment, delivered to me in a three-ring binder, was 300 pages long.
Bon Appétit
With so much at stake, how did we get into this turgid mess? In the ’80s and ’90s, a feeding frenzy broke out among publishing houses as they all fought to swallow their competitors. Harcourt Brace Jovanovich bought Holt, Rinehart and Winston. Houghton Mifflin bought D.C. Heath and Co. McGraw-Hill bought Macmillan. Silver Burdett bought Ginn—or was it Ginn that bought Silver? It doesn’t matter, because soon enough both were devoured by Prentice Hall, which in turn was gobbled up by Simon & Schuster.
Then, in the late ’90s, even bigger corporations began circling. Almost all the familiar textbook brands of yore vanished or ended up in the bellies of just four big sharks: Pearson, a British company; Vivendi Universal, a French firm; Reed Elsevier, a British-Dutch concern; and McGraw-Hill, the lone American-owned textbook conglomerate.
This concentration of money and power caused dramatic changes. In 1974, there were 22 major basal reading programs; now there are 5 or 6. As the number of basals (in all subject areas) shrank, so did editorial staffs. Many downsized editors floated off and started “development houses,” private firms that contract with educational publishers to deliver chunks of programs. They hire freelance managers to manage freelance editors to manage teams of freelance writers to produce text that skeleton crews of development-house executives send on to publishing-house executives, who then pass it on to various committees for massaging.
A few years ago, I got an assignment from a development house to write a lesson on a particular reading skill. The freelance editor sent me the corresponding lessons from our client’s three major competitors. “Here’s what the other companies are doing,” she told me. “Cover everything they do, only better.” I had to laugh: I had written (for other development houses) all three of the lessons I was competing with.
The Cruelest Month
In textbook publishing, April is the cruelest month. That’s when certain states announce which textbooks they’re adopting. When it comes to setting the agenda for textbook publishing, only the 22 states that have a formal adoption process count. The other 28 are irrelevant—even though they include populous giants like New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio—because they allow all publishers to come in and market programs directly to local school districts.
Adoption states, by contrast, buy new textbooks on a regular cycle, usually every six years, and they allow only certain programs to be sold in their state. They draw up the list at the beginning of each cycle, and woe to publishers that fail to make that list, because for the next 72 months they will have zero sales in that state.
Among the adoption states, Texas, California, and Florida have unrivaled clout. Yes, size does matter. Together, these three have roughly 13 million students in K–12 public schools. The next 18 adoption states put together have about 12.7 million. Though the Big Three have different total numbers of students, they each spend about the same amount of money on textbooks. For the current school year, they budgeted more than $900 million for instructional materials, more than a quarter of all the money that will be spent on textbooks in the nation.
Obviously, publishers create products specifically for the adoptions in those three key states. They then sell the same product to everybody else, because basals are very expensive to produce—a K–8 reading program can cost as much as $60 million. Publishers hope to recoup the costs of a big program from the sudden gush of money in a big adoption state, then turn a profit on the subsequent trickle from the “open territories.” Those that fail to make the list in Texas, California, or Florida are stuck recouping costs for the next six years. Strapped for money to spend on projects for the next adoption period, they’re likely to fail again. As the cycle grows vicious, they turn into lunch meat.
Don’t Mess with Texas
The big three adoption states are not equal, however. In that elite trio, Texas rules. California has more students (more than 6 million versus just over 4 million in Texas), but Texas spends just as much money (approximately $42 billion) on its public schools. More important, Texas allocates a dedicated chunk of funds specifically for textbooks. That money can’t be used for anything else, and all of it must be spent in the adoption year. Furthermore, Texas has particular power when it comes to high school textbooks, since California adopts statewide only for textbooks from kindergarten though 8th grade, while the Lone Star State’s adoption process applies to textbooks from kindergarten through 12th grade.
If you’re creating a new textbook, therefore, you start by scrutinizing Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). This document is drawn up by a group of curriculum experts, teachers, and political insiders appointed by the 15 members of the Texas Board of Education, currently 5 Democrats and 10 Republicans, about half of whom have a background in education. TEKS describes what Texas wants and what the entire nation will therefore get.
Texas is truly the tail that wags the dog. There is, however, a tail that wags this mighty tail. Every adoption state allows private citizens to review textbooks and raise objections. Publishers must respond to these objections at open hearings.
In the late ’60s a Texas couple, Mel and Norma Gabler, figured out how to use their state’s adoption hearings to put pressure on textbook publishers. The Gablers had no academic credentials or teaching background, but they knew what they wanted taught—phonics, sexual abstinence, free enterprise, creationism, and the primacy of Judeo-Christian values—and considered themselves in a battle against a “politically correct degradation of academics.” Expert organizers, the Gablers possessed a flair for constructing arguments out of the language of official curriculum guidelines. The Longview, Texas-based nonprofit corporation they founded 43 years ago, Educational Research Analysts, continues to review textbooks and lobby against liberal content in textbooks.
The Gablers no longer appear in person at adoption hearings, but through workshops, books, and how-to manuals, they trained a whole generation of conservative Christian activists to carry on their work.
Citizens also pressure textbook companies at California adoption hearings. These objections come mostly from such liberal organizations as Norman Lear’s People for the American Way, or from individual citizens who look at proposed textbooks when they are on display before adoption in 30 centers around the state. Concern in California is normally of the politically correct sort—objections, for example, to such perceived gaffes as using the word Indian instead of Native American. To make the list in California, books must be scrupulously stereotype free: No textbook can show African Americans playing sports, Asians using computers, or women taking care of children. Anyone who stays in textbook publishing long enough develops radar for what will and won’t get past the blanding process of both the conservative and liberal watchdogs.
Responding to citizens’ objections in adoption hearings is a delicate art. Publishers learn never to confront the assumptions behind an objection. That just causes deeper criticism. For example, a health textbook I worked on had a picture of a girl on a windy beach. One concerned citizen believed he could detect the outlines of the girl’s underwear through her dress. Our response: She’s at the beach, so that’s her bathing suit. It worked.
A social studies textbook was attacked because a full-page photograph showed a large family gathered around a dinner table. The objection? They looked like Arabs. Did we rise up indignantly at this un-American display of bias? We did not. Instead, we said that the family was Armenian. It worked.
Of course, publishers prefer to face no objections at all. That’s why going through a major adoption, especially a Texas adoption, is like earning a professional certificate in textbook editing. Survivors just know things.
What do they know?
Mainly, they know how to censor themselves. Once, I remember an editorial group was discussing literary selections to include in a reading anthology. We were about to agree on one selection when someone mentioned that the author of this piece had drawn a protest at a Texas adoption because he had allegedly belonged to an organization called One World Council, rumored to be a “Communist front.”
At that moment, someone pointed out another story that fit our criteria. Without further conversation, we chose that one and moved on. Only in retrospect did I realize we had censored the first story based on rumors of allegations. Our unspoken thinking seemed to be, If even the most unlikely taint existed, the Gablers would find it, so why take a chance?
Self-censorship like this goes unreported because we the censors hardly notice ourselves doing it. In that room, none of us said no to any story. We just converged around a different story. The dangerous author, incidentally, was celebrated best-selling science fiction writer Isaac Asimov.
Turn the Page
There’s no quick, simple fix for the blanding of American textbooks, but several steps are key to reform.
• Revamp our funding mechanisms to let teachers assemble their own curricula from numerous individual sources instead of forcing them to rely on single comprehensive packages from national textbook factories. We can’t have a different curriculum in every classroom, of course, but surely there’s a way to achieve coherence without stultification.
• Reduce basals to reference books—slim core texts that set forth as clearly as a dictionary the essential skills and information to be learned at each grade level in each subject. In content areas like history and science, the core texts would be like mini-encyclopedias, fact-checked by experts in the field and then reviewed by master teachers for scope and sequence.
Dull? No, because these cores would not be the actual instructional material students would use. They would be analogous to operating systems in the world of software. If there are only a few of these and they’re pretty similar, it’s OK. Local districts and classroom teachers would receive funds enabling them to assemble their own constellations of lessons and supporting materials around the core texts, purchased not from a few behemoths but from hundreds of smaller publishing houses such as those that currently supply the supplementary-textbook industry.
• Just as software developers create applications for particular operating systems, textbook developers should develop materials that plug into the core texts. Small companies and even individuals who see a niche could produce a module to fill it. None would need $60 million to break even. Imagine, for example, a world-history core. One publisher might produce a series of historical novellas by a writer and a historian working together to go with various places and periods in history. Another might create a map of the world, software that animates at the click of a mouse to show political boundaries swelling, shrinking, and shifting over hundreds of years. Another might produce a board game that dramatizes the connections between trade and cultural diffusion. Hundreds of publishers could compete to produce lessons that fulfill some aspect of the core text, the point of reference.
The intellect, dedication, and inventiveness of textbook editors, abundant throughout the industry but often stifled and underappreciated, would be unleashed with—I predict—extraordinary results for teachers and students.
Bundling selections from this forest of material to create curriculum packages might itself emerge as a job description in educational publishing.
The possibilities are endless. And shouldn’t endless possibility be the point?
Tamim Ansary, a columnist for Encarta.com and author of West of Kabul and East of New York, has written 38 nonfiction books for children. He was an editor at Harcourt Brace Jovanovich for nine years and has written for Houghton Mifflin, McDougall Littell, Prentice Hall, and many other textbook publishers.
Questions for Reflection
1. What should be the content of textbooks in today’s classrooms? Should there be a common textbook curriculum, or should there be local control over what teachers use to teach with?
2. What does Ansary point to as the biggest problem in today’s textbook market? What are some possible solutions? Can the problem be fixed or is it too late?
3. Certain states, namely Texas and California, dominate control of the textbooks many other states adopt for their own curriculum. What are the consequences of this kind of centralized control?
4. What do the Gablers teach us about influence and control within the curriculum? Should so few people ever have this kind of power within the curriculum? Who should be responsible for addressing small interest groups like the Gablers and their nonprofit corporation?
Leaders’ Voices—Putting Theory into Practice The Case for Teacher-Led School Improvement
LAQUANDA BROWN
Abstract
One of the new buzz phrases in education is “teachers as leaders.” While this term intrigues educational professionals, it is not a term that should be used loosely. In this article, Brown argues that principals must take the lead in transforming teachers into leaders and increasing the instructional capacity of schools by building consensus, creating a leadership team, and grooming teacher leaders. Retaining effective teachers and developing them into leaders is essential for school improvement, which will ultimately lead to school success. And given the expanded roles and responsibilities of principals, it is crucial that district and school administrators cultivate teachers to successfully share leadership responsibilities.
Leithwood (1994) identifies the four I’s of school leadership—individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and idealized influence—that are essential for schools to be successful in the 21st century. Leithwood’s four I’s are what he refers to as the elements of transformational leadership. In a school where the principal is focused on building the leadership influence of teachers, the principal must teach, exhibit, and train teachers on the intellectual stimulation of school leadership. Through the intellectual-stimulation approach, the principal helps the school staff to have vision and foresight in looking at old problems in new ways by working together to create, identify, and implement innovative, workable solutions.
Build Capacity and Consensus
Administrators must build instructional capacity and instructional consensus among school staff. However, many administrators are still at a loss on how to accomplish this daunting task. The principal has to fulfill many complex administrative responsibilities each day. Some decisions must be made immediately, while other decisions may allow the principal to include input from teachers and other stakeholders. Gabriel (2005) writes that it is useful to let someone else propose the change and that the principal should not be the only person in the school to offer solutions.
For example, there may be a concept that the principal truly believes in, such as building time into the school day during which every student and teacher is involved in independent reading. However, before the principal brings this proposal to the faculty, he or she should find out if other members of the school staff share this same philosophy. If other staff members share the principal’s philosophy, then the issue should be introduced to the staff as a capacity-building activity. In addition to teachers, custodians and other staff members may also agree with the proposal. If this is the case, staff members (other than the principal and teachers) may introduce the initiative to the faculty to begin critical conversations on implementing the instructional practice into the daily school program. Administrators must be cognizant of the fact that true school improvement involves everyone on the school staff, and must therefore incorporate every member of the staff in the decision-making process.
Develop a Leadership Team
An additional component of creating an atmosphere of shared leadership, where teachers work collectively with administrators to implement research-based instructional practices and methodologies, is to create an effective school leadership team. A strong and purposeful leadership team is able to adequately sustain the responsibilities and challenges of becoming an effective school. To create a strong leadership team, the principal must create an atmosphere of shared data collection and analysis, shared decision-making, and shared respect among the team. For example, the principal must create an environment where teachers feel comfortable offering suggestions, asking questions, and providing feedback. In addition, the atmosphere must be conducive to teachers sharing the responsibility of identifying problems, offering viable solutions, and working collaboratively to create a plan to implement agreed upon solutions.
DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Karhanck (2004) write about the power of collective intelligence, or the practice of professionals working collaboratively to solve problems within an organization, as well as the practice of “harnessing the power of collective intelligence that already resides in the school to solve problems.” Similarly, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2004) describe the concept of agreed-upon processes that “enhance communication among community members, provide for efficient reconciliation of disagreements, and keep the members attuned to the current status of the community.” This research reflects the well-known fact that successful schools have a culture of collaborative, sound, research-based decision-making practices that focus on the needs of the school. DuFour, Du-Four, Eaker, and Karhanek (2004) note that “these schools made astonishing progress with existing amounts of time and funding. They did not wait for someone from the outside to give them the magic formula, the perfect program, or more resources.” Part of the culture of change and excellence involves a great deal of teacher collaboration and faculty ownership of the identified issues and possible solutions.
Groom Teacher Leaders
School principals must create a cadre of teacher leaders for each grade level and for each content area. The teacher-leader selection process must be based on a variety of leadership traits and instructional qualities and must be equitable, nonbiased, and honest.
More important, the teacher leaders and the members of the school’s leadership teams should have an innate desire to serve, should have a high level of commitment to the total functioning of the school, and should have a spirit of dedicated volunteerism.
The principal should not be the only person choosing the teacher leaders. A principal may choose to have the school staff nominate teacher leaders, or perhaps there may be a teacher-leader nomination committee. Teachers should also have the option to decline the opportunity to become a teacher leader without fear of consequence. Furthermore, the teacher-leader selection process should result in teacher leaders wanting to serve the school by taking part in the school-improvement group. Essentially, this practice gives teachers the opportunity to operate as joint and collaborative leaders.
In order to build capacity for instructional knowledge and delivery, which ultimately will positively affect student achievement, there must be a system in place for ongoing training of effective, standards-based instructional planning, standards-based delivery, and standards-based assessment. In addition, teacher leaders should be trained by a variety of experts, including the principal, assistant principal, instructional coach, district- or state-level content expert, district- or state-level instructional coordinator, and district-or state-level master teacher.
The teacher leaders must also be provided the opportunity to train teachers within the school day. Trainings must be nonthreatening, collaborative, and data-driven. Teachers should also be given opportunities to provide open and honest feedback on trainings. For instance, summative assessments may indicate that teachers need training on differentiated instruction or on delivering best instructional practices to students. The teachers, however, may voice concerns on needing training that focuses on delivering quality, collaborative instruction or on the use of standards-based assessments and standards-based grading practices.
Therefore, in order to build quality consensus, teachers must have a voice in the types of training offered by teacher leaders. Thus, teacher leaders should provide and implement quality training systems that offer a balance for classroom teachers and that answer to the data as well as to the teachers’ requests.
Teacher-led leadership includes the process of teachers analyzing, disaggregating, and conversing about students’ achievement, attendance, and discipline data. In addition, a part of the data conversation must address cause, or the “why” questions. The “why” questions must be qualitative, substantial, and correlated to the ongoing data-collection process. This is a practice that is also not easy to master and may call for training. For instance, if the school-achievement data indicates high literacy and low math scores, it is not enough for teachers and administrators to know this fact. The team must work together to figure out why this is the case and what plan can be collaboratively created and implemented that speaks to the causes.
For example, a “Needs Improvement” school that may also be involved in restructuring will require the school staff to have a central, daily focus on data collection and data analysis. Due to the status of the school’s progress, focusing on student-achievement data is a critical step to increasing student performance. Listed below are examples of some of the “why” questions that the school might use to help guide and inform instruction:
· Why are the male students scoring higher than the female students in science?
· Why are the female students not interested in the science curriculum?
· Why are the female students outperforming the male students in reading?
· Why are the majority of the students at performance level 3 in science male?
· Why are the male students only interested in certain types of writing, such as writing poetry?
· Why are the students that are scoring the lowest on summative and formative assessments also the students who miss the most school days during the course of the school year?
· Why is less than 10 percent of the total school population performing in the highest category of student achievement?
· Why are more of the fiscal resources being used to address the areas of low student performance?
These are examples of the types of questions that must be asked and seriously considered by teachers and administrators to ensure that a school begins to focus and move into a large-scale school-improvement planning and implementation phase.
Teachers and school leaders can achieve amazing feats of school improvement when everyone works together. In some of the most challenging schools in the nation, teachers and students are thriving because teachers feel comfortable identifying problems, conversing together about solutions, and carrying out solutions that speak to those challenges.
Teachers and principals must be creative, systemic thinkers and learners, and collaborative leaders. They must be willing to implement solutions that are nontraditional, speak to the needs and interests of the students, and address the summative and formative data that answer to the state and federal mandates and guidelines that outline the responsibilities of successful schools. Gabriel (2005) writes that teacher leadership “can transform schools from houses of detention to houses of attention—for both student and teacher.” To allow this process to fully develop, administrators must maintain an open, responsive, and receptive attitude to new ideas, realizing that often the most effective strategies and suggestions come from sources within the school building.
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Questions for Reflection
1. Do you think teacher leaders are critical to school improvement efforts? Why or why not?
2. What is the instructional capacity and instructional consensus that Brown writes about? She offers strategies to build capacity and consensus. What are her strategies and do you think they are feasible?
3. Does the term “teacher leader” resonate for you in your current educational setting? Is it authentically applied and recognized or does it feel like “just a new buzz word”? What evidence can you cite to support your response?
Learning Activities
Critical Thinking
1. Review the four questions in the Tyler rationale for curriculum development. What additional questions would need to be asked when developing a curriculum? Give reasons for your choices.
2. Testing is obviously an important part of the effort to raise standards. To what extent do you think the current emphasis on standardized tests encourages teachers to “teach to the test”?
3. If teachers “teach to the test,” is this an effective or ineffective way to promote student learning?
Application Activities
1. Reflect on your experiences taking standardized tests. What factors increased your anxiety about taking such tests? What factors reduced that anxiety? Based on your own experiences, how might you help your students reduce their anxiety about taking tests?
2. Is it fair to hold teachers accountable for student learning? Should teachers of students whose home backgrounds are less supportive of education be held as accountable as teachers of students whose backgrounds are highly supportive?
3. Ask your instructor to arrange for a curriculum coordinator from the local school district to visit your class. In addition to finding out about this coordinator’s work, ask him or her to describe how the effort to raise standards and No Child Left Behind legislation have influenced curriculum development in the district.
4. Using the “‘Generic’ Lesson Plan for a Unit of Study” presented in this chapter, prepare a lesson plan at the grade level and in the subject area which you teach (or are preparing to teach). Include at least one authentic classroom assessment of students’ learning in your plan.
Field Experiences
1. Spend a half-day at a school at the level with which you are most familiar. Take note of your impressions regarding the extent to which the curricula you observe are student-centered or subject-centered. Share your observations with others in your curriculum class.
2. Interview a few students outside of the classroom during a school day. Ask them to comment on the degree of “fit” between their teachers’ curriculum goals and the curriculum goals they have for themselves. Share your findings with others in your class.
Internet Activities
1. Go online to your state’s department of education homepage and find the link to the state’s standards. Then compare your state’s standards with the standards from another state. How are the two sets of standards similar? Different? Is one set of standards clearer than the other?
2. Visit the homepage of a professional association in the subject area which you are preparing to teach. Locate the curriculum standards developed by the association and compare them with the curriculum standards developed by your state. How are the two sets of standards similar? Different? Is one set of standards clearer than the other?
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