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In the 1950s according to Gallup polls, most Americans were highly satisfied with their schools.  In 1946, 87% of parents were satisfied with public schools, and 40% of all US citizens could think of nothing wrong with public schools.  In 1957, three quarters of parents said that they would like to have a daughter become a teacher.  But by 1969 the public no longer believed in steady education progress, and in schools were given a C- in national polls, and in 1978, 41% declared that schools were worse than they used to be.

A very influential school reform report commissioned by President Reagan in 1983 was called “A Nation at Risk.”  It claimed there was a rising tide of education mediocrity and the US had unilaterally educationally disarmed itself.  Since the US was in a recession in 1983, the report linked 1980-1983 U.S. economic decline with prior education decline and lack of industrial competitiveness.  Americans have long believed that better schools make a better society, but the report changed public perceptions of education from a panacea to a scapegoat. 

The evidence of failure in education is never as clear cut as the political rhetoric. Recent analyses of test score trends over the past 30 years are hotly contested between those who see scores as flat and others who see a big decline.  Moreover, it is far from clear whether higher k-12 test scores cause faster growth in the US economy.  But whether these causes and trends are true or false, matters little in terms of public perception and the need for politicians to "fix the schools' and "restore their greatness."  Polls since the 1980"s are interpreted by policymakers to do something drastic.  But since the federal government provides only 8% of school funding, policy attention focused on state and local government.

Since the schools are perceived as broken the likely culprits are the local authorities who have been in control of our schools since their founding.  The US is distinctive in the world because it used local property taxes and locally elected school boards to set education policy and finance the schools.   All other nations rely overwhelmingly on national or state sales or income taxes to finance their schools, rather than locally generated revenue.  Consequently, calls for reform in the last 20 years have been implemented by states legislating big reform packages that override local prerogatives.  President Clinton has tried to bring about national tests but has been rebuffed by a Republican Congress that does not want to centralize curriculum control in DC.  State reform has been preeminent in terms of actual impact on schools, but President Clinton has used his national bully pulpit to frame some of the reform debate in the media during past years.  Often the local communities took action, however, before the state created statewide policy mandates.  Meanwhile, the debate goes on about how bad US schools are. An influential book entitled "The Manufactured Crisis " produced a large amount of positive data alleging US schools are not broken so there is no need to fix them through federal or state policies.    For example, the book contended there was no good evidence that U.S. test scores had declined and the U.S. education problems were not widespread, but rather concentrated in poverty-stricken areas like inner cities.  But in the 1998 elections school problems were the No. 1 or 2 issue in nearly every state.  The 1999 reforms “du jour” feature ending social promotion through state edicts and takeover by states of failing local schools. Also, local schools are receiving federal and state funds for after-school and weekend remedial reading programs.

The critics of reform contend that the major problems are caused by poor parenting and widespread child poverty --  the schools are doing as well as can be expected under these difficult circumstances, so a prime reform strategy should focus on social policies outside the school.  The school reformers contend that schools will not improve unless they are drastically overhauled, but there are many factions advocating different directions for this overhaul.  Some want to pay teachers more and toughen curriculum requirements, but others want to use government funds for more private schools which would provide competition to local public school monopolies.

This article will start with an overview of the strengths, weaknesses, and problems in U.S. education.  It will then look back on reforms in this century to highlight the major initiatives to overcome the alleged weaknesses.  It concludes with analysis of the more drastic reforms such as choice and privatization that have been much discussed, but little tried. Essentially, Americans have tried to reform their schools by intensifying and changing the public schools incrementally.  One book correctly characterized recent U.S. education reform as "tinkering toward utopia."

What is Right?

Inclusiveness.  The U.S. K-12 education system was created in the mid-19th century to serve all pupils for 12 years and not weed them out at an earlier age. Until very recently, this policy provided high retention rates compared to those of other nations. Since 1970, however, other industrialized nations (e.g., Great Britain, Germany, and Japan) have increased their retention rates dramatically so that they are comparable to the United States.  The inclusiveness of our system through high school is no longer the competitive edge it once was, although 88% of our young people have earned high school diplomas or the equivalent by age 25.

Nevertheless, because only 74% of youth earn a high school diploma by age 18, we should strengthen our efforts at dropout prevention and expand second-chance opportunities. The GED (General Education Development) program, community colleges, and high school adult education programs are parts of the U.S. system that are frequently overlooked. 

Post-secondary education. The most commonly cited indicators of the health of education in the U.S.—international assessments, the National Assessment of Educational Progress, scores on college entrance exams, scores on standardized achievement tests, and the results of state assessment programs - all ignore the value added by the post-secondary education system. However, in the international arena, the U.S. system of post-secondary education — including community colleges, trade schools, and universities — is one of our chief strengths.

For example, in 1998 the U.S. spent a higher percentage of its gross national product on public and private higher education than any other country in the world. Moreover, in 1993 the U.S. spent about $14,607 per pupil for higher education, compared to $7,556 in Japan, $6,033 in France, and $7,902 in Germany.  A principal reason for U.S. spending on higher education is that U.S. participation in higher education is greater than any other large nation.  A 1996 study by OECD reported that the U.S. had the highest percentage of 25-34 year olds graduate from a 4-year university in the world.  The U.S. leads the world in the percent of female graduates.

Many studies have emphasized that U.S. students complete little homework and do not work hard on academic subjects in high school.4 But U.S. students are often confronted with a demanding academic regimen in college. The adjustment to the academic pressures of the university in freshman year can be difficult for many U.S. students, but many make up for the ground lost in high school.

Local flexibility. Despite the likely evolution of national standards, the locally based education system in the U.S. is flexible and can innovate without the heavy hand of national control. The 15,000 school districts provide the U.S. with the ability to adapt to diverse local contexts. While many districts are stuck in political gridlock, others are on the move. Citizens with the resources to relocate among school districts can find many educational choices to suit their tastes.  Districts differ in their mix of secondary school curricula and in their stress on extracurricular activities. They also differ in their local property tax burdens because these taxes comprise the largest share of U.S. education finances (48% local, 44% state, 8% federal).

Socialization and the common school. The U.S. system of public education has been a crucial element in unifying a nation of immigrants, producing the "unum" from the pluribus. More immigrants entered the U.S. in the three decades between 1970 and 1999 than in any previous 30-year period. Consequently, the need to teach community values and concepts is just as urgent as it was during the rise of public schools at the turn of the century. If the public schools do not include the vast majority of our children, the other major common transmitter of our culture will be private schools, television, or perhaps the internet. 

PROBLEMS WITH U.S. SCHOOLS

The bottom half.  The U.S. is particularly weak in providing higher-order complex skills to those students—roughly half—who do not go on to post-secondary education. In part, this failure is caused by the low social conditions of children compared to other nations in the industrialized world.  The U.S. has more children growing up in poverty than any other industrialized nation in Europe, Canada, or Australia. Today, more than 20% of U.S. children live in poverty, up from 14%.  Minority children and children of divorced or separated parents make up the bulk of those living in poverty.  In 1992, half of families headed by single women lived in poverty, compared to only 11.4% of two-parent families.

Content standards and assessment. A 1992 international study by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement concluded that U.S. 9- and 14-year-olds exceeded their counterparts in other industrialized nations in reading.  But while U.S. students did well in comprehending short simple paragraphs, they had difficulty with long complex readings that required answering questions on the tone and mood of the author. Moreover, math and science achievement is mediocre or weak in international comparisons. The U.S. math and science curricula do not expose the mass of students to very much problem solving, statistical inference, chemistry, or physics.  U.S. students scored near the top in math and science in the 4th Grade, in the middle by 8th Grade, and ahead of only South Africa and Cyprus by the 12th Grade.  However, the movement toward national and state standards is helping solve these problems.  Recent policies have been targeted at these specific concerns:

• Commonly used multiple-choice tests are excessively oriented to low-level basic skills that inappropriately emphasize single right answers. Other nations like the United Kingdom rely upon exams that require written essays that cannot be scored by a machine, and encourage explanations of causes of events or scientific experiments.  Moreover, local education agencies tend to choose commercial tests that do not adequately emphasize analysis, statistical inference, mathematical problem solving, experimental science, synthesis, expository writing, and complex reading. 

• U.S. tests and exams such as statewide assessments often do not have “high stakes” for the pupils who take them, and few employers look at the transcripts of high school graduates.  The Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) is not aligned with the high school curriculum and purports to measure “aptitude” rather than achievement

Teachers. While the U.S. is developing challenging and better-conceived curricula and exams, there is no commensurate effort under way to develop quality teachers.  Teachers work behind closed classroom doors which inhibits evaluation of their teaching by administrators, and professional growth through sharing knowledge and teaching techniques with other teachers. Staff development programs are typically one-shot affairs with scant follow-up and coaching. The U.S. has no national strategy for staff development that provides depth and breadth for its 2.6 million teachers. The U.S. also lacks levers to improve teacher preparation, which is largely controlled by independent universities and driven by state requirements. The probable result will be minimal classroom implementation of the high-level national content standards.

Political Fragmentation and gridlock.  Numerous levels of government, actors and constituencies have created fragmentation and led to complaints that no one is in charge of U.S. education policy. This fragmentation of interests inhibits coherent reform.  Moreover, it is difficult to sustain education reform over a long period of time because newly elected politicians rarely continue reforms that they did not originate.

What strategies are policymakers and educators using to build on our strengths and ameliorate our weaknesses?   A brief look at the historical context of current initiatives is necessary in order to interpret the cyclical nature of education reform.

Recent Strategies and Interventions to Reform U.S. Public Schools


Crisis is a constant in American education.  Since 1893 scholars, university educators, business people, and legislators regularly find major problems with elementary and secondary schools and propose substantial reforms to solve these problems.  Until mid-century, a preferred approach to galvanizing action was a symbolic one relying on the commission report or other authoritative pronouncement by respected sources.  The Committee of Ten Report in 1893, The Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education in 1918, and The American High School Today in 1959 were followed by A Nation at Risk in 1983.  Not until the 1950s did federal aid become prevalent through National Science Foundation grants for curriculum development, Supreme Court action to effect desegregation, and federal aid programs to improve education for the disadvantaged.


Two things are notable about historical reform efforts.  First, the agendas for reform fluctuate dramatically.  While the Committee of Ten 1893 report sought to standardize and limit courses in secondary education for pre-collegiate students, The 1918 Cardinal Principles expanded the secondary school curriculum to include vocational education because it was geared to students who would take jobs directly after school (see James & Tyack, 1983).  The 1950s reforms featuring new math and science curricula were aimed at the future scientific leaders, whereas the 1960s’ reforms stressed equity for minority children.  In 1983 A Nation at Risk stressed a skilled workforce in order for the U.S. to be successful in international economic competition.


Second, the reformers’ targets are rarely met in practice.  Review of a century of national commission reports suggests that commissions make strong dramatic gestures to call attention to major problems, but give ambiguous recommendations and too little attention to implementation problems.  As a result, the impact on school and classroom life is meager.  Similarly, the most frequently cited study of the implementation of federal legislation highlights “mutual adaptation,” whereby external national requirements are adapted to local conditions.  For example, while it is possible for court-ordered desegregation to change who goes to which school, it is more difficult to change what goes on when they get there.

Reforms in the 1980s

A Nation at Risk report in 1983 embodied the causes and prescriptions for the current approach to education reform.  The report asserted that U.S. commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world.  A major cause of this declining educational achievement, low expectations for pupils, and confusion about the basic purposes of schooling is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world, and major causes were low education achievement and confusion about the basic purposes of schooling.


A key assumption was that education did not need to be fundamentally changed, but rather the existing delivery system should be intensified or incrementally changed.  Rather, the key variables are thought to be a more rigorous academic curriculum and higher achievement standards for promotion, graduation, and university admission.  As one legislator told me, “Let’s make the little buggers work harder.” This Nation at Risk assumption posits that more time on more difficult academic content is beneficial, and that all students can meet the increased academic expectations.  The curriculum can be narrowed and elective courses such as vocational education pruned without increasing dropouts. 


Reports like Nation at Risk created a major loss of confidence in local school authorities.  Historically, state governments provided minimum education standards, but left crucial decisions about education quality to 15,000 local school boards.  In 1983, state governments began to take back control of education policy.  The 1983-1990 era saw a level of state policy activity in education unprecedented since the formation of the common school system.  The federally funded Center for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) tracking of state educational reform concluded that states were most responsive to requiring more academic content for high school graduation, and to aspects of teacher professionalization dealing with changes in new teacher certification and increased compensation.  The effort to provide more academic content was substantial across the nation, as almost all states increased their high school graduation requirements.  State testing requirements also increased in 46 states by 1999. By contrast, a few recommended reforms were not so popular, the most striking being the suggestion to increase the school year to 200 or even 220 days from 180 days.  The summer vacation is deeply embedded in U.S. culture.

Reforms designed as coherent packages have greater impact.  Each part will facilitate the other, and the set will send a more coordinated message to local educators.  As a rule, such coherence was missing from the 1980-1990 round of reforms.  Specific provisions were rarely in conflict, but they were often unrelated, sending a barrage of signals to districts and requiring complex decisions about where to allocate time and money.  Moreover, the compromises required to get omnibus legislation passed often encouraged the inclusion of conflicting provisions advocated by individual leaders and groups.

Reforms in the 1990s


In the 1990’s reformers correctly acknowledged that academic standards alone cannot do the job – that state and local standards set minimums but rarely inspire excellence; that mandates depend on local capacity for implementation and state capacity for enforcement, neither of which may exist; that collegial goal development and dedication is crucial to effective schooling; and that different kinds of policy problems require different kinds of solutions.


The 1990’s reform agenda – improving teaching and learning for all – implies the need to move on several fronts at once.  More states and localities moved toward systemic coherent reforms in the 1990s.  Improving curriculum, establishing new roles for teachers, developing school-level structures to support teaching and learning are each pieces of the solution, not successive topics to be sequentially cycled through policy mechanisms.


A potential pitfall for policymakers is assuming that a particular policy response is the answer for all types of students.  In general, students at the top two-thirds of the achievement band benefit from curricular intensification such as graduation tests and required courses.  More rigorous content enhances these students’ academic achievement.  However, students in the bottom one-third of the achievement band may need strategies beyond curricular intensification.  Policies such as giving parents greater choices among schools, and those promoting greater links between schools and potential employers might help these children.  National reports highlight the need to improve and coordinate programs addressing children’s health and psychological needs, child care, income support, and protective services.  Schools cannot provide all these services, but they can do a better job of brokering them for high-risk children.


In the late 1990s, state and district policymakers (along with many professional subject-matter associations and private foundations) turned their attention from the number of academic courses to the quality of the core academic content being taught in public schools.  They undertook this effort primarily in response to international math/science test results and the National Assessment of Education Progress, that indicated academic courses were relatively weak and offered students little opportunity to apply knowledge.  Proponents of more rigorous instructional guidance strategies called for three key reforms:

(1) establishing challenging academic standard for what all students should know and be able to do; by 1999 46 states had done this in most academic subjects (Education Week, “Quality Counts,” 1999)

(2) aligning policies – such as testing, teacher certification, and professional development – and accountability programs to state standards; all states but Iowa and Nebraska had statewide student achievement tests in 1999, and most were addressing the other components;  and

(3) restructuring the governance system to delegate overtly to schools and districts the responsibility for developing specific instructional approaches that meet the broadly-worded academic standards for which the state holds them accountable (Smith and O’Day, 1991); only a handful of states have done this.

Known as standards-based systemic reform, the overarching objectives of this policy approach are to foster student mastery of more rigorous, challenging academic content, and to increase the emphasis on its application.  Business executives, as well as many educators, have espoused these broad goals.

Studies of the Impact of State and Local Reforms in the 1990s reached several conclusions (CPRE, 1997):

(1) Over the past several years, policymakers who stressed large departures from traditional content in math, science, and phonics-based reading received substantial criticism for de-emphasizing basic skills instruction from academic experts, religious and conservative groups, and the public.  Moreover, such goals as ‘students should demonstrate high self-esteem’ or ‘students should work well with others’ were challenged as value-laden, intrusive, and difficult to assess.  State and district policymakers have responded by seeking greater balance between new and older curriculum approaches.

(2) In 1999, only 19 states evaluate and issue public ratings of individual schools, and 14 states reward successful schools with more money.  Nineteen states identify low performing schools and help them improve, while 16 states “take over” failing schools.  So far, these state takeovers have cleaned up fiscal shortcomings, but have a mixed record in boosting student achievement.  In sum, most states are not willing to “get tough” on schools that are not meeting state test standards by involving sanctions and incentives.

(3)  While states made some attempt to address equity issues, their efforts for the most part were fragmented or loosely connected, if at all, to standards reforms.  Major initiatives, such as desegregation and finance equity, often preceded increased academic standards, and were seldom integrated with standards reform.  Reliance on local property taxes results in very different spending levels in most U.S. localities, so students must meet higher standards without having the same amount of resources devoted to their education.

(4) Lack of public support and understanding of standards-based reforms remained major obstacles to the stability of standards.  Public consultation efforts were too brief and tended to look more like public information campaigns than attempts to establish ongoing, reciprocal dialogues. 

Strategies for Future Reform

Intensify the existing service delivery system.  There are several options for new reform strategies in the next millenium.  More state standards would be emphasized such as mandated academic courses, more difficult graduation exams, and ending “social promotion.”  However, this approach leaves the basic structure of schooling unchanged.

Output performance strategy.  This approach would stress incentive payments to teachers and/or schools for pupil results based on an indicator index including test scores plus several other relevant outcomes such as attendance and drop-outs.


Professionalism.  Recommendations encompassed here include the “restructuring of schools” to include more teacher decision making, peer review of teacher effectiveness, and an end to the 50-minute, six-period lockstep school day.  A subpart of professionalism is the technology strategy whereby major increases in computer, VCRs, and other electronic devices would drastically revamp the teacher’s role.  Technology would also enable reconfiguring the teaching force to use more aides, while fewer professionals manage the technology.


An employer-oriented strategy.  This strategy would apply primarily to secondary education and would feature specialized vocational schools (e.g., Aviation High in New York) with close linkages to the needs of local employers.   The key component is part-time work that involves business as a partner in the student’s academic preparation at the work site.


A market and consumer-driven strategy.  This potentially radical change is discussed below.  All of these choice alternatives assume that competition and market-based incentives are needed to create new schools.  Existing public schools that lose enrollment would be closed.


Status of choice initiatives .  There are several types of school choice approaches including:

· Publicly-funded vouchers that can be used for tuition at private schools or redeemed by public schools.  For example, parents would receive a voucher from the state equal to the average per pupil expenditure in the state and redeemable at the public or private school of the parents’ choice.

· Tuition tax credits for parents who send pupils to private schools

· Schools that are “chartered” by a local or state school board, and released from the normal education codes and teacher collective bargaining.  The charters last for three to five years and are exempt from operational control of the school board.  There are 1030 charter schools operating in 31 states and the District of Columbia.

· Magnet schools that have a focus (science, arts) and can accept pupils from any part of the school district.  Some examples are the Bronx, New York School of Science and the Boston Latin School.

· Open enrollment that allows pupils to attend any school with excess space within or between school districts

· “Contract schools” that are operated for a local school board by a private company

Millions of parents nationwide have responded eagerly to the creation of more diverse school options.  In California alone, over a half-million children will be participating in public choice programs next year.  Many families are welcoming the option to leave their neighborhood school and shop for options -- be they schools that take kids "back to basics," bold experiments with new pedagogies, or ethno-centric forms of education.  There can be little question that a thousand flowers are indeed blossoming as the school choice movement has gained wider support.  But there are insufficient evaluations to make informed conclusions or judgement about choice reforms.  Moreover, publicly-funded vouchers exist only in Milwaukee for 1.5% of the pupils and in Cleveland for 3,000 low income pupils.  Both these voucher programs are headed for the Supreme Court because they fund church-related schools.  A decision is expected within the next two years concerning choice and public aid to religious schools that some contend are banned from public aid because of the first amendment to the U.S. Constitution.

School choice involves not only severing the traditional tie between families and their neighborhood schools but also requires determined support for and design of sustainable forms of innovative schools.  That is, simply legislating parental choice does not guarantee that wider institutional choices quickly populate communities. The jury is still out on whether options such as charter schools or magnet programs offer alternatives which, on average, are truly different or consistently more effective in boosting achievement, relative to garden-variety schools.  

In part the choice movement raises fundamental philosophical questions that empirical research cannot answer: Should public funds advance private individual interests or balance private against public interests such as using public schools to transmit toleration of diverse viewpoints and a common culture.  The growth of private Muslim and bilingual schools would raise such issues if they received publicly funded vouchers.  Choice advocates believe parents know what is best for their children, but public school supporters believe professional educators can sometimes better analyze and prescribe solutions to education problems regardless of what parents believe.  Parents might make the wrong choices for children or not have enough options in their neighborhood, so public schools should be delegated decisions on education options some contend.  How should government respond to exodus of better-educated children from public schools?  Choice supporters believe that pupil losses will force public schools to change in order to compete for enough students to keep their enrollments at a viable level.  Choice opponents fear that after the loss of pupils to private schools only the poor and disadvantaged pupils will be left in a shrunken, under-funded public school.  This might happen if public funds are not sufficient to pay for transport to more popular schools outside the neighborhooe.  It is difficult to see how there could be an ample supply of private voucher schools if religious schools are not publicly aided.  But many religious schools fear public money will bring excess public control. 

Yet many of the claims declared by choice advocates -- as well as those made by their opponents who are rallying behind state-guided approaches to school reform and accountability – can be assessed empirically.  Do choice programs work locally in the ways envisioned by their proponents?  Which families are more likely to participate?  What are the benefits and negative effects of unregulated and managed choice programs?  Bur for every positive study supporting choice there is a negative one (Fuller, 1999).  For example, a Harvard study contends that pupil test scores in Milwaukee voucher schools are large and will increase pupil attainment by a grade level, while a University of Wisconsin study contends test score differences are trivial and do not warrant a massive expansion of vouchers.  Sorting all this out requires policy makers and educators who can set aside the polemics and focus on empirical results.  


Parent information also is scarce for judging school quality.  We know that choice programs – just like the constellation of neighborhood schools – involve schools of highly uneven quality be they public or private.  Exactly how parents learn about the quality of alternative schools and how they weigh these factors is not well understood.  We do know, however, that almost no information is available on the discrete “value added effects” of different public schools, including charter and magnet programs.  Value added is the ability of a school to bring student achievement significantly above the results correlated with student socio-economic backgrounds, e.g. poverty-stricken students tend to have very low test scores.

EDUCATION REFORM RETROSPECT AND PROSPECT

Education quality remains near the top of U.S. opinion poll concerns, but there is no reason to expect dramatic short-run improvements in overall pupil performance.  Real reform depends on improved teaching in millions of classrooms, and better external school conditions like poverty and parenting.  Politicians will be under significant public pressure to “fix the public schools,” but bite-sized incremental programs like more teachers and tests may not cause highly visible improvements.  But public education is deeply ingrained in American culture, so massive radical overhauls like vouchers are unlikely.  The most probable outcome is very gradual improvement with wide variation between affluent suburbs and depressed cities.

Despite 15 years of education reforms, nothing much has changed at the classroom level. Reforms that have lasted have usually been structural additions that are easily monitored and create a long-term influential constituency.   Some examples of reforms that lasted and added functions are vocational education and kindergarten.  But overcoming the weaknesses discussed above will require reform at the lowest unit—teachers and teaching.  It will also require the political will to stick with a coherent strategy directed toward improving student outcomes in all parts of the education system.  Moreover, the U.S. public education system is gigantic, with roughly $330 billion spent annually, 2.8 million employees, and 48 million pupils.

_________________________________________
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Sources for further reading:

Tinkering Towards Utopia,  David Tyack and Larry Cuban, Harvard Press, 1997 -  A book that covers the history and impact of education reform.

Education Week (http://www.edweek.org/) – A weekly overview of current education reform issues and good links to their articles in the prior 10 years.

http://www.edexcellence.net/ - Provides analysis and advocacy on school choice and privitization issues with excellent links to web sources of other think-tanks and state/local education agencies.
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