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FROM THE EDITORS

he human capacity to learn —
and our determination to do so
— propels much of our daily
existence. It is for that reason that in a
civilized society, education invariably is one
of the preeminent passions and concerns.
The content of our education, and the extent
to which we make use of it, marks us as a
community and as a nation.

The United States has had a strong
commitment to education from colonial
times. Over the years, since its founding and
expansion in the 19th century, the free public
school system has been the great assimilator,
embracing generation after generation of new
immigrants, and providing them with skills
and knowledge, and in the process access
and upward mobility within society. For the
most part, that system — and the decision-
making accompanying it — has been
maintained and enhanced at the local and
state level, according to principles of
government first outlined in the U.S.
Constitution more than 200 years ago. A
considerable amount of effort, commitment,
imagination and — yes — fierce debate is
attributable to average citizens, from the inner
cities to rural environs, who revel in the

democratic process.

As this new century unfolds, questions as to
how education can be improved, or should
evolve, are high on the national, state and
local agendas, in the public and private
sectors alike. Business men and women, the
media, parents and politicians, among others,
weigh in on the issues at hand. Today, choice
and standards-based reform, safety in
schools, the uses of technology in education,
community service, character-building,
inclusion and the recruitment and training of
a teacher cadre for the next generation are
among the matters that are on the minds of
most American citizens.

This Journal presents a portrait of the
current U.S. primary and secondary
education landscape, offering resources for
further exploration of the subject. The
themes the various articles explore, when
taken together, reflect a nation that honors
accessibility in its educational system and
benefits from its substance, even as citizens
seek imaginative ways of resolving familiar
and unanticipated challenges.
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A SNAPSHOT OF

EDUCATION

in the

ANITED STATES
TODAY

BY RICHARD W. RILEY
d.S. SECRETARY OF EDUCATION

any of us mark holidays,
birthdays and other
celebrations by taking
photographs that capture a
special event in a way that our eyes
and our memories cannot. The
opening of a new century is an excellent occasion for
focusing our attention — and a metaphorical camera
— on where we are today. As someone who has
devoted his career to education, on the local and
national levels, | would like to share with you a
“snapshot” of U.S. education, taken from my
perspective, halfway through the year 2000.

We are looking at an aspect of U.S. society —
education — that is more open, more diverse and
more inclusive than ever before in our history. Public
education is changing for the better. On the other
hand, there is much more to be done to fulfill the
American promise of equal opportunity for all and to
close the gaps between rich and poor, white and non-
white. By continuing to adapt and improve our
system of education, the United States can become a
stronger nation and continue to work with other
nations to bring peace, prosperity and education to
citizens throughout the world.

THE CURRENT PICTURE
Let’s begin looking at the contours of
the snapshot — certain trends and
statistics. This past spring, the U.S.
Department of Education issued a
report, The Condition of Education

2000 [at
http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/pubsinfo.asp?pubid=2

000062]. Some of the trends it pinpointed offer
evidence that our current policies and programs are
on the right track. Other indicators highlight areas
that policymakers and educators need to address so
our nation can continue to grow and prosper in the
Information Age.

The report found that the benefits of attending
college are greater today than ever before. In 1970,
the average young American male with a bachelor’s
degree had an income 24 percent higher than that of
one possessing merely a high school diploma. As of
1998, the “college bonus” for men had risen to 56
percent. For young American women, the “college
bonus” rose from 82 percent in 1970 to 100 percent
in 1998. That means that young women in the
United States who graduated from college earned
twice as much as their female peers who never
attended college.

In addition, more students are going directly from
high school to college. Between 1992 and 1998
alone, that percentage rose from 62 percent to 66
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percent. But the rates are lower for students from
low-income families. Our research has found that
providing academic preparation and encouragement
can help to close this gap. To get on the path to
college, students need to take rigorous high school
courses in mathematics and science, and gateway
courses in middle school — that is, from grades six
through eight. These findings offer strong evidence
for two courses of action: to provide financial aid for
students attending college, and to help disadvantaged
children in their early teens think about and prepare
for college.

Today, many more students in the United States
are taking rigorous science and math courses that
prepare them for college than in years past. In 1982,
11 percent of high school graduates completed
courses like trigonometry, pre-calculus and calculus.
By 1998, 27 percent had completed that type of
advanced coursework. Over the same period, the
percentage taking advanced science courses rose
from 31 percent to 60 percent.

Still, although there is improvement in our math
and science coursework, many believe that the
United States has much to learn from other nations in
this area. Data collected for the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) show that
the content of eighth-grade mathematics lessons in
the United States was more likely to be rated of lower
quality than similar lessons in Japan and Germany.
Also, statistics showed that there were more “student-
controlled tasks,” reflecting independent student
solutions, in eighth-grade mathematics classes in
Germany and Japan than in this country, in which the
overwhelming number of lessons were “task-
controlled” — demonstrated by teachers and then
replicated by students. Educators and policymakers
in the United States plan to use the TIMSS videotape
classrooms to help improve our math and science
teaching, and, in the process, student achievement.

The Condition of Education 2000 also includes
research on younger students. It notes that 66

percent of children entering kindergarten can
recognize letters of the alphabet. That means most
are ready to begin the process of learning to read, but
one-third are not. We can raise this number by
providing effective pre-school programs for more
children and by encouraging parents to read with
their children. While we are encouraged by the
results, we are also working to increase our efforts to
support and expand early childhood learning and
parental involvement.

The student population in our public schools is not
only growing but also changing. Hispanic enrollment
increased from six percent in 1972 to 15 percent in
1998. With significant increases in the number of
students who may not speak English at home, this
report suggests that we need to be prepared to help
students with limited English proficiency to succeed
in school.

EDUCATION IN THE INFORMATION AGE

Today, international travel is common, the Internet
allows technologies to cross national borders, and
even small businesses are importing and exporting.
The education system of the United States should
reflect these changes. In response to these
developments and to our continuing effort to
strengthen international relations, President Clinton
launched an historic initiative to strengthen America’s
commitment to international education.

http://www.pub.whitehouse.gov/uri-
res/I2R?urn:pdi://oma.eop.gov.us/2000/4/20/3.text.1
It is the first initiative of its kind in the United States in
over 35 years. It establishes four main goals: To
increase the number of student exchanges; to expand
educational technology and distance learning
opportunities; to ensure that all American students

learn at least one foreign language and learn about
foreign cultures; and to share information about good
education practices with other countries.

In an international economy, knowledge — and
knowledge of language — is power. Knowing a
second language is more valuable than ever. |
believe that citizens who speak English and another
language will be a great resource for our nation in the
coming years. To that end, | am encouraging schools
in the United States to adopt the dual language
approach, which we also sometimes refer to as
“English plus one.” This approach challenges young

U.S.SOCIETYSE VALUES / JUNE 2000



people to meet high academic standards in two
languages.

For the last 100 years, U.S. education has been
defined by certain assumptions that are now outdated
— such as teaching being seen as a nine-month
responsibility, and held mostly by women who are
paid comparatively low wages. We must hire more
than two million new teachers in the next decade.
This will require a dramatic overhaul of how we
recruit, prepare, induct and retain good teachers.

The Clinton Administration has proposed a $1 billion
investment to support efforts to improve the quality of
our teachers. Furthermore, | have proposed that
school districts begin moving to make teaching a
year-round profession over the course of the next five
years, and to pay teachers accordingly for that
additional commitment of time.

RAISING EXPECTATIONS
AND STUDENT PERFORMANCE
At the core of all these efforts to raise
student achievement and improve
schools has been an unprecedented

succeed, President Clinton and Vice President Gore
have proposed the largest increase ever in the U.S.
education budget. We are working to create
alternatives and offer intensive help to students who
are struggling to pass high-stakes tests.

Students’ difficulties often start before they enter
school or take their first classroom exam. As a
result, we have put a new focus on early childhood
education and early reading. If all parents would read
to their children 30 minutes a day, we could
revolutionize education in America. Many parents in
the d.S. have full-time jobs, during which they cannot
care for their children. We are working to provide
safe learning environments for children too young to
begin formal schooling.

School-age children with working parents also
benefit from after-school programs. The fact is that
children’s minds don’t shut down at three o’clock in
the afternoon. Neither should their
schools. To counter this, we have
increased investments in after-school
enrichment programs that provide safe
havens for constructive activities.
Statistics show that children who

effort in the last decade to help states
put new high standards into place for all our children.
We believe that a quality education for every child is
a “new civil right” for the 215t century. Our effort to
raise standards for all students is an important step
towards guaranteeing this new civil right. But setting
new expectations and reaching for high standards has
to be accomplished in an appropriate way. | have
called for a review of the standards movement. High-
stakes tests, including high school exit exams, are
part of setting high standards. At the same time,
students and teachers need the preparation time and
resources in order to succeed. Morevoer, students
must have multiple opportunities to demonstrate
competence. Educators should rely on more than
one measure to make a final decision.

To give students and teachers every opportunity to

attend regularly get better grades, improve in math
and reading, have better classroom deportment,
spend less time watching television and have better
relations with their peers. They are also not on the
streets or in shopping malls between 2 and 8 p.m.,
when statistics indicate youth crime is at its peak.
Student safety is an important aspect of education
because children can learn more if they feel safe and
secure. In general, our schools are safe — safer than
many other environments in which children find
themselves. Although students spend as much as
eight hours a day at school, less than one percent of
homicides among school-age children occur in or
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around school grounds or on the way to and from
school. And in 1997, 90 percent of schools reported
that they had no serious crime. I believe that we can
keep children safe by giving them a strong sense of
connection that can be fostered in schools. To do
this, schools can establish programs to help children
resolve conflicts and discover the difference between
right and wrong. Equitable discipline policies,
smaller schools and smaller classes often help build
stronger connections in schools.

One of the resources that is not distributed equally
in our schools is technology. We call this gap the
“digital divide.” Technology is an important part of
the way we live and work. Education, including
technology training, can lift people out of poverty and
help them overcome adversity. In that regard, we are
working to provide every school with the technology
that students will need if they are going to succeed in
this century. Our E-Rate program, which gives
schools discounts of up to 90 percent for Internet
access, has helped us connect 95 percent of schools
to the Internet.

Computers and Internet access are important
factors in helping students learn to use technology,
but they have little value if teachers do not know how
to use technology effectively. The U.S. Department
of Education has established several programs to
address this. The Technology Literacy Challenge
Fund supports professional development programs
so teachers can learn to use technology effectively in
the classroom. Another initiative, Preparing
Tomorrow’s Teachers to Use Technology, provides
grants to colleges to help ensure that students
preparing to become teachers can learn new teaching
and learning styles enabled by technology.

EbucatioN PoLICIES FOR THE FUTURE

Across the United States, on every level of activity,
education policies are subjects of discussion and
debate among our citizens. We believe that the
nation’s education policies must change to reflect the
increasing importance of education, the
pervasiveness of technology and changes in student
enrollment. A glimpse toward the future suggests
that charter schools will become more prevalent in
the United States. Although they use public funds,
charter schools operate with more freedom and
flexibility than typical public schools. The Clinton
Administration has supported, and continues to
support, charter schools and other innovations that
give parents more choices in public schools.

| predict our schools will be open to students and
adults for longer hours, providing access to
computers for families that cannot afford their own
personal computers and classes for adults who are
seeking to improve their careers. Public education
will be less about a fixed location and a fixed
schedule, and much more about learning anytime
and anywhere. Technology — electronic learning —
will change every aspect of U.S. education.

Samming dp

Obviously, making wise decisions about our
education policies today will help us build a bright
future. If our counterparts — policymakers in other
nations — establish research-based policies that
reflect technological advances and challenge all
students to do their very best, we will be giving our
children and grandchildren around the world a most
precious legacy. ad
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AT THE CORE OF

EDUCATION

UNITED STATES.

A PASSION FOR
LEARNING

BY MARGARET STIMMANN BRANSON

f all the politically salient

issues in the United States

today, none is of greater

moment to Americans than
education. Public opinion polls
repeatedly confirm that citizens are more concerned
about education than they are about any other issue
— including the economy, employment, crime and
international affairs. Other data corroborate those
polls and attest to the primacy of education.

Within the last 11 years, three 4.S. “summits”
have confronted educational issues. Months after
becoming president in 1989, George Bush convened
the nation’s 50 governors (including Bill Clinton of
Arkansas) to focus on the need to improve the
quality of pre-collegiate education for all children.
The states’ chief executives reached a consensus on
national objectives and the need for performance
standards. In 1994, the U.S. Congress shaped that
declaration of purposes into the Goals 2000: Educate
America Act. The most recent gathering, including
U.S. corporate leaders as well as the governors,
reaffirmed a commitment to public education,
assessed progress toward the achievement of the
national goals, and recommended course corrections
as they deemed necessary.

The heightened national interest in education has
spurred candidates for national, state and local

offices — as well as the major political
parties themselves — to present their
“ideas, to pledge to seek continued
improvement in education, and to
commit themselves to programs that
will meet the need, across the United

States, not only for more teachers, but for those who
are fully qualified. Moreover, politicians have vowed
to devote special attention to narrowing the
achievement gap between the most and the least
advantaged students.

This continuing concern about education in the
United States is rooted in the fundamental passion of
Americans for learning. It is, indeed, the latest
chapter in a national saga that goes back to colonial
times, but which took on great significance slightly
more than a half-century ago, when the Supreme
Court of the United States issued its landmark Brown
v. Board of Education decision ending segregation in
public education. Since that ruling, the Court (and
lower courts throughout the judicial system) has
been involved in an ever-increasing number of cases
regarding education. It is a measure of the intensity
of the issue.

The present era — at the dawn of a new century
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— is marked by a national fascination with seeking,
and experimenting with, alternatives to traditional
forms of schooling. The “deschooling,” home
schooling and alternative schooling movements all
have their advocates. There are proponents of private
and charter schools, and of “choice” or voucher
plans. Interest groups vie with one another as they
attempt to persuade decision-making bodies to give
consideration to the special needs of students such as
those with disabilities, students for whom English is a
foreign language, students who are gifted and
talented, or students who are mired in poverty.

While it is true that this is a time of ferment in
education, it is important to remember that neither
public interest in education nor the desire to extend
and improve schooling are new phenomena in the
United States. Even a cursory glance at history bears
out the fact that education not only has been a
central concern of Americans even before the
founding of the republic; it also has been a continuing
source of controversy. What is more, the basic
philosophical questions about which Americans have
contended in the past bear a striking resemblance to
those about which Americans contend today.

Evidence of Americans’ continuing concern for
education is not hard to find. It can be found in the
Northwest Ordinances of 1785 and 1787 passed by
Congress under the Articles of Confederation. The
first of these made possible the sale of public lands,
provided that the sixteenth lot in each township was
set aside for educational purposes. The second
created a plan of administration and declared that
“religion, morality and knowledge being necessary to
good government and the happiness of mankind,
schools and the means of education shall forever be
encouraged.”

These ordinances laid the basis for future federal
educational support, which came in a succession of
U.S. congressional enactments still in force today.
An early, significant piece of legislation was the
Morrill Land Grant Act of 1862, signed
enthusiastically by President Abraham Lincoln. It
enabled the states to address the need for practical
education by establishing colleges for agriculture, the

mechanical arts and military sciences. A host of
subsequent legislation has extended the benefits of
education to those who because of poverty, race,
gender, disabilities or other conditions were excluded.
Notable among those enactments have been the G.I.
Bill of Rights for military veterans, the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act, the Head Start Act,
the Bilingual Education Act and the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (the name was changed in
1990 to the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act).

From the onset of the republic, presidents of the
United States also have voiced their commitment to
education by taking advantage of what Theodore
Roosevelt aptly called their “bully pulpit.” Education
was a priority for the earliest chief executives. George
Washington specifically addressed the subject in both
his first inaugural address and his final message to
Congress. He urged the establishment of a national
university, a dream he was not able to realize.
Thomas Jefferson, the nation’s third president, was
an ardent advocate of education even before he took
the highest office in the land. He proposed a law to
establish public schools in his native state of Virginia,
maintaining that “an amendment of our constitution
must come here in aid of the public education. The
influence of government must be shared among all
the people.” And, more recently, Lyndon Johnson —
who, long before his White House years in the 1960s,
taught school in an impoverished rural Texas sector
— staunchly advocated attention to educational
matters.

It would be wrong, however, to presume that all
of the initiatives on behalf of education have
emanated from the federal government. Education in
the United States is primarily a state function, which
is delegated in large part to the more than 15,000
local school districts. Within them, school board
members, superintendents, professional organizations
of educators, citizens committees and the students
themselves can claim credit for extending and
improving educational opportunities.

The fact that Americans have long shared a belief
in the importance of education, and have exhibited a
determination to extend and improve educational
opportunities, does not mean that they are, or have
been, of one mind on the subject. In the course of the
nation’s history they have engaged in debate, often
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heated, over such fundamental questions as these:

What constitutes a “good” education?

What should be the content of schooling?

How should education be distributed?

How should educational authority be
distributed?

Who should bear the burden of the costs of
education?

How much of our resources should be
devoted to education?

Who is accountable for how much and how
well students learn?

How should the results of schooling be
assessed and what should be the
consequences of such assessment?

Those questions and their corollaries have yet to
be resolved to everyone’s satisfaction, and it is
doubtful they ever will be. R. Freeman Butts, noted
Columbia University scholar and author of numerous
books on education, offers a credible explanation for
the durability of this often fierce national debate.
Tensions and disagreements, he suggests, arise from
the interplay of three persistent themes in American
life:

o 0O o o oogod

1. The cohesive value claims of the democratic
political community and the long-range constitutional
order. Those cohesive values include liberty,
equality, popular consent and personal obligation for
the public good. More traditional or conservative
cohesive values also embrace individualism, free
enterprise and allegiance to the “American way of
life.”

2. The differentiating value claims of pluralism
that give identity to diverse groups or segments in
American society. These claims can be made on the
basis of religion, race, ethnicity, gender, language,
economic circumstances, previous deprivation of
rights or other distinguishing factors.

3. The worldwide drive toward modernization and
globalization that continues to effect deep changes in
societies all over the world. Among these changes
are industrialization, urbanization, centralization of
power of the national state, and secularization of
knowledge.

Those who argue that education should promote
cohesive value claims contend that schooling should

serve a basic civic role. The primary goal of
elementary and secondary education should be to
produce informed, effective and responsible citizens.
Those who believe that education should serve
differentiating claims insist that their values be
honored and that their particular needs be met. Not
infrequently, they seek to break away from the
cohesive values to form their own schools as the
basis for building their own kind of community.
Those who are most concerned about modernization
and globalization emphasize the need to prepare
students for the interdependent, technological,
urbanized world in which they will live their lives.
They often urge that greater attention be given to
“world citizenship” or to the ties that bind one to all of
humanity rather than those they deem more
parochial.

The “pulling and hauling” of these contending
claims of a democratic polity, of segmental
pluralisms, and of relentless technological modernity
and globalization is readily apparent today. It can be
seen and heard on every hand ranging from
deliberations by school boards and debates in our
legislatures to private conversations among parents
and concerned citizens.

Ultimately, contention, debate and deliberation
form the essence of a democratic society. ad

Margaret Stimmann Branson is associate director of
the Center for Civic Education, in Calabasas,
California, a renowned scholar and consultant on
civic education and the author of numerous textbooks
and professional articles. She was an editorial
director and a principal researcher and writer of the
National Standards for Civics and Government, and is
serving on the International Education Association
National Expert Panel on U.S. Civic Education, and
the International Framework for Education for
Democracy Development Committee.

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the U.S. Government.
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he 10th Amendment to the U.S.

Constitution articulates the principle that

“the powers not delegated to the United

States by the Constitution, nor prohibited
by it to the States, are reserved to the States
respectively, or to the people.”

As a result of this fundamental legal pillar,
governance in the United States is quite
decentralized when compared with that of most
other nations. The U.S. system is based on the
philosophy that government ought to be limited
and control of many public functions, such as
schooling, should rest primarily with states and
local communities.

Over the years, a limited but critical federal
(d.S. Government) role in education has evolved
within this decentralized system. The seeds of
this role can be found in the writings of the
nation’s founders, who understood that education
was essential to building a strong, unified
democracy. In general, the federal government
has entered the field of education when a vital
national interest was not being met by states or
localities, or when national leadership was
required to address a national problem. The
courts usually have upheld the federal role in
education based on the constitutional clause
(Article I, Section 8) giving the U.S. Congress
the power to provide for the nation’s “general

IN
d.S. EDUCATION

FEDERAL
ROLE

welfare,” the 14th Amendment ensuring citizens
due process of law, and other legal grounds.

The federal government has always been a
subordinate partner to states and localities in
terms of the amount of education funding that
comes directly from its level. The federal share
of total revenues for elementary and secondary
school education peaked in the late 1970s at less
than 10 percent, and today is less than seven
percent of the overall expenditures. States and
local school districts have retained control over
curriculum content and instructional methods; in
fact, federal law prohibits U.S. Government
interference in these areas.

Still, the federal government has influenced
education to a degree that goes well beyond the
small share of funding provided. In recent years,
to achieve greater impact, federal dollars have
been heavily concentrated on certain priorities,
such as educating children from lower-income
backgrounds, rather than on general school
support. Presidents and other national leaders
have used the prominence of their office to call
attention to a problem and rally people around a
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national goal. When the rights of individuals are Abridged with permission from A Brief History
at stake, the federal government has required of the Federal Role in Education: Why It Began
states and localities to take certain corrective and Why It’s Still Needed, by the Center on
actions. Education Policy, Washington, D.C. O

There are four major reasons why the federal
government has become involved in education:
[l  To promote democracy.
0 To ensure equality of educational
opportunity.
0 To enhance national productivity.
0 To strengthen national defense.

U.S.SOCIETYSE VALUES [/ JUNE 2000



By TiIFFANY DANITZ

tandards.
They’ve become a mantra for politicians in
nearly every jurisdiction in the United States.
With polls indicating that education is front
and center among voters’ premier concerns,
politicians in nearly every state have been eager to
pick up the banner of school reform.

Armed with a booming economy and the seeming
absence of an international threat, state governors
have turned their attention to fixing whatever needs to
be fixed in the nation’s public school system,
employing standards-based reforms to resuscitate
education.

The concept is simple. Standards-based reform
holds the schools and their workforce accountable for
student learning. It is a logical, politically and
economically appealing policy that sets forward what
students should know by the time they complete
each grade level, with tests used to assess whether or
not students have achieved the goals, or standards,
lawmakers have set. These goals vary from state to
state.

The new policy doesn’t come without its critics,
however. Conservatives wedded to local control take
issue with the centralization of education policy under
statewide standards. Then, too, some teachers fear
that their entire curriculum will be dictated by test

content. Moreover, opponents to high-stakes testing,
which judges students’ futures on a single score, have
argued against the wholesale, top-down approach to
reform.

Nevertheless, proponents of standards are counting
on the system to yield results. A crisis in confidence
in public education spurred reform. Politicians
searching for an expedient way to fix the situation
decided to set goals or standards and test students to
ensure the goals were being met. Now that the
standards are in place in 49 states, proponents and
opponents alike await results.

About 15 years ago, a sobering series of reports,
including A Nation At Risk (1983) and Time For
Results (1986), lamented the state of public
education, and warned that U.S. students’ failure to
live up to their potential could lead to an economic
crisis and could even become a national security
issue.

In 1989, in response to the studies, President
George Bush summoned the nation’s governors,
including Governor Bill Clinton of Arkansas, to the
first-ever “education summit” in Charlottesville,
Virginia. The intent was to find a way to raise
academic achievement so U.S. students would be
able to compete in the global economy. The result
was Goals 2000, a commitment by the participating
governors to improve U.S. education through a series
of education goals to be reached by the year 2000.

In 1994, President Clinton shepherded through the
U.S. Congress the Goals 2000: Educate America Act.
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The legislation gave states federal (U.S. Government)
aid to help them devise their own academic standards
and create assessments to measure progress toward
those goals. Standards language also made its way
into reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act passed by Congress that same year.

It was at this point that some states began setting
academic standards, clearly defining what they
wanted students to learn at each grade level. But
progress was slow. By the time governors and
business leaders met for their second summit in
1996, only 14 states had adopted standards. The
nation’s students continued to score low on
international tests. Business executives were
consumed with concern over the growing need for
highly skilled workers, and university professors
complained that high school graduates were woefully
underprepared. Parents, too, were not blind to the
quality issue within public school education, and were
demanding to know how their tax dollars were being
spent. Politicians were put on notice. Confronted
with the issue at the education summits, they pledged
systemic reforms, agreeing to write standards into
statewide policy and to commission the preparation
of tests that would measure whether the standards
had been met. Rewards and sanctions were to be put
in place to hold schools and students responsible for
meeting the state’s goals.

Since the 1996 summit, every state but one has
adopted the concept of standards. More than 40
have created tests to measure whether students are
reaching the new goals that have been set for them.
Only lowa, deferring to local control, has failed to
pass state standards legislation.

Generally, the process of establishing standards
has been a democratic one. Legislators appointed
special commissions comprised of teachers,
university professors, community leaders, business
leaders and politicians to establish statewide
standards for English, mathematics, science and
history. In Delaware, for example, a team set
academic standards and produced a test to measure
how students are learning and performing at the

benchmark school grades of 3, 5, 8 and 10. During
its most recent legislative season, Delaware
lawmakers passed a package of accountability laws
to back up the standards they put in place in 1995.
The tests will allow educators to compare student
performance at the school, state and national level.

“To succeed in an increasingly competitive world in
the 21st century,” the legislation states, in language
resembling that of other jurisdictions, “Delaware’s
children must meet high standards. Establishing
rigorous standards in core academic subjects — and
attaching consequences for failing to meet them —
creates powerful incentives for schools, students,
teachers, administrators and parents to strive for
academic excellence.”

For those students who fail the test, most states
have adopted repercussions — both for students and
for schools. These accountability measures include:
ending social promotion (the practice of sending a
child on to the next grade even though he or she has
not mastered the standards for the present one);
prohibiting graduation for secondary school students
unless they pass the state exit exam; ranking the
schools (sometimes with letter grades) based on
student performance on the test. Some states are
also tying teachers’ evaluations to student
improvement. In fact, nearly 40 states issue “report
cards” on the schools — evaluations by the state
educational departments — measuring whether the
institutions are meeting state academic standards.
Naturally, because of the keen interest in educational
progress everywhere, these report cards receive wide
media attention.

Grading the schools has not been without
controversy. Invariably, schools that regularly
receive failing grades are in lower-income sectors of
the state, which often do not inherently enjoy the
resources or social climate necessary to help them
turn around. What’s more, the allocation of resources
often depends upon the school’s ranking. Over the
last decade, 23 states passed laws giving them the
power to take over failing schools. Eleven have done
just that. A few districts in large urban areas, such as
Chicago, have followed suit. The Chicago mayor
even has the authority to shut down failing schools.

In 1999, Governor Tom Ridge of Pennsylvania
championed through the state legislature the
Academic Recovery Act, which frees the state’s eight
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worst performing schools from state mandates on
hiring and contracting. If the schools continue to fail
under the relaxed mandates, they will be placed
under the direction of a state-appointed control
board.

When a school is taken over, or reconstituted, a
team of experts goes into the school and does
whatever it takes to turn it around. Once standards
are set and it is clear what students should know,
testing and accountability come into play. This is the
real challenge for many lawmakers. They find it
difficult, frequently, to maintain the policies they set
in motion, because prohibiting social promotion or
denying seniors their graduation day can plant the
seeds of public outrage.

n Virginia, for instance, where the new Standards of

Learning (SOL) statewide test has seen very low

passing rates its first two years, lawmakers were
urged by test opponents to consider six pieces of
legislation that would have diluted the standards set.
None passed. And in Wisconsin, lawmakers were
forced to repeal the graduation examination that had
been put in place.

The debate over assessment strikes at the
cornerstone of the standards reform movement. For
politicians, tests are an attractive tool because they
are relatively inexpensive, can be swiftly put in place,
show quick results for better or worse, and allow
immediate action. And they can be applied without
meddling in classroom instruction — which normally
comes under local control. Yet at the third education
summit, held in 1999, a number of governors,
educators and officials expressed concern about
staying the course on reform because of the growing
backlash. Some parents, students and teachers
oppose standards from the outset, seeing them as too
rigorous and routine. Other opponents have no
problem with the standards — but rather with the
high-stakes testing. As more states link school and
teacher performance to students’ test scores — and
offer rewards or sanctions accordingly — many
parents and educators fear that classroom education
will consist of rote learning. Among the targets of
their concern: the exit exams in two dozen states that
students must pass before they are allowed to
graduate. In Massachusetts this past spring, students
delivered petitions with 7,000 signatures demanding
that the state repeal the law that ties their high school

diploma to passing the Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment Exam. In all, grassroots
parent groups opposed to high-stakes tests have
sprung up in at least a dozen states.

In some cases the rush toward accountability has
outpaced the ability of politicians and educators to
provide schools and teachers with the tools they need
to help students meet the standards. In states where
education reforms and graduation tests were phased
in slowly — Texas, Kentucky and Maryland —
resistance from parents, students and teachers has
been minimal. Both Texas and North Carolina have
been lauded by policy experts for their standards and
assessments, which have been more comprehensive
and have been in place longer than in other states.
They rank schools, issue school-wide report cards,
require graduation exams, and provide assistance to
struggling schools and reward those that do well.

According to David Grissmer, a researcher at the
Rand Corporation who has analyzed the two states’
reforms, the centerpiece of the two models is very
similar. Both states have aligned standards to the
textbooks and the curriculum that is taught in the
schools; the tests are closely linked with the
standards material; local school districts have
received policy-making and funding flexibility, and
both states keep track of test score data in order to
continually improve reform policies. As a result,
Texas and North Carolina have made significant
statistical advancement in student performance on
state tests as well as on the National Assessment of
Education Progress, a voluntary national test. In
Texas, even minority students (for whom the
challenge of a rigorous state test may be greater)
have pulled up their scores.

Still, the standards-based approach represents a
shift from the traditional commitment in the United
States to local control of public education. For more
than a century, the nation’s youth — and their
families — have enjoyed the benefit of free schooling,
under the aegis of local governments. The shift in
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responsibility from local school districts and elected
school boards to state legislatures and executives is a
sea change in U.S. education. To be sure, local
school boards and district school chiefs still may set
policy. But the emphasis on results has spurred state
officials to act.

ne question that arises is whether public

education reform is hampered by the political

process — the frequent turnover in control of
executive and legislative branches of states following
elections. However, in addition to designating state
education administrators, many governors also
appoint school board members to rolling terms. This
means that even when a governor’s administration
ends, the people he has named to school boards
remain in place to help carry out his or her reforms.

The power shift in governance over the schools has
taken place over the past decade or two, fueled by
such chief executives as Lamar Alexander in
Tennessee, Richard Riley (now U.S. Secretary of
Education) in South Carolina, Colorado’s Roy Romer,
Thomas H. Kean in New Jersey and Bill Clinton in
Arkansas, who drove standards-based reform
forward. James Hunt of North Carolina is the last of
this breed, and he is leaving office when his term
ends at the end of this year.

Will there be a new generation of leaders to propel
Goals 2000 forward? If it does emerge, most likely
the next wave of standards-based reforms will deal
directly with the classroom. The 1999 education
summit concentrated on quality teaching, at a time of
an approaching teacher shortage. Political and
business leaders and education officials are now
looking for ways to improve teacher preparation, and
to align training and professional development with
state standards. They are working with graduate
schools of education to develop courses that will
enable future teachers to have the resources to meet
standards.

As the teacher shortage looms, as the student
population expands, states are competing to hire the
best and brightest, especially in math, science and
computer science. Urban and rural schools
especially are feeling the pinch. State legislators are
engagded in a competition — tempting candidates
with scholarships, loan forgiveness, housing and
signing bonuses. Recently, Governor Gray Davis of
California proposed that new teachers be excused

from paying state income taxes — a revolutionary
stance. Still, even as they try to recruit new
teachers, state officials seek to raise the quality of
teaching by presenting challenging qualifying tests to
teaching candidates and mandating the continuing
professional development of veteran teachers.
Ultimately, quality teaching is vital to the success
of standards-based reform. The hope of politicians
on state and local levels — as well as in Washington
— plus the business community and the public at
large is that standards-based reforms will create a
skilled, educated work force, a new American
pioneer, able to embrace with vigor the challenges of
this new century. ad

Tiffany Danitz monitors education as a staff writer
for stateline.org, an online news service that covers
politics and issues in the 50 U.S. states. Stateline.org
can be found on the Internet at www.stateline.org.
The site is funded with a grant from the Pew
Charitable Trust and is offered free to the public.

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the U.S. Government.
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DIVERSITY
u.s.

EDUCATION

By ANNE C. LEWIS

n the wake of the tumultuous arrival of millions of

immigrants to the United States around the turn of

the last century, between 1890 and 1920, children

streamed into the public school system. Joining
the already arrived, they were faced with a “sink or
swim” choice, and, with determination, most forged
ahead.

For the past few decades, particularly the past 15
years or so, U.S. immigration has brought to the
nation’s shores countless newcomers representing
countries, languages, traditions and religions
underrepresented here in the past. At the same time,
the schools have continued to acknowledge the need
for inclusionary programming — not only for
immigrants, but also for those with special needs,
including children with disabilities of one kind or
another, and youngsters of varying educational
achievement levels.

As a result, the U.S. classroom — in primary and
secondary schools — is more diverse than at any
time in the nation’s history, with more issues needing
to be explored, more challenges needing to be met
and more attention needing to be paid.

Providing a solid education for all has not been a
goal easily accomplished. Controversy over issues of
one kind or another, parental advocacy, U.S
Government and state policymaking and use of the
judicial system to enforce rights have all played a role
in the march toward a universal system of education.
The important message, however, is that the goal
remains strong and is central to changes taking place

in American education from kindergarten through the
12th grade, traditionally the end of secondary school
(K-12).

One of the United States’ eminent researchers in
this field, Linda Darling-Hammond of Stanford
University, summed up the challenge in her 1997
book, The Right to Learn:

“If the challenge of the twentieth century was
creating a system of schools that could provide
minimal education and basic socialization for
masses of previously uneducated citizens, the
challenge of the twenty-first century is creating
schools that ensure — for all students in all
communities — a genuine right to learn. Meeting
this new challenge is not an incremental
undertaking. It requires a fundamentally different
enterprise.”

A BIT oF HisTORY

To understand the evolution of diversity in the K-12
school system, one needs a brief introduction to how
schools are governed. The early colonizers tutored
their children at home or pooled monies to hire a
teacher for several families. As more and more
settlers moved to the West, the U.S. Government
required new communities to establish schools and
set aside parcels of land for that purpose. In return
for paying taxes to educate other people’s children,
citizens were promised local control of their schools.
Thus, to this day, what happens in schools and for
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children depends very much on local decisions. This
independence is tempered somewhat by court
decisions and U.S. laws affecting all schools, as well
as by a growing influence by state governments.
Nevertheless, every community basically decides
how its schools will address diversity in its schools.

That might explain why a school in one of the New
England states may have few students receiving
special education, while one in Utah has a special
education enrollment far above the national average.
A school in Connecticut may include a fourth or more
of its students in gifted and talented programs, while
a school in Colorado may be closer to the national
average of three to five percent. California might
limit bilingual programs, as it did in recent legislation,
but Texas and Florida, also heavily affected by the
presence of language-minority children, may strongly
support bilingual education. Where a child lives in
the United States largely determines what policies will
govern how schools deal with diversity.

At one time, resources usually went into educating
a mostly white, upper-class population. In the
Southern states, for example, for the most part,
African-American slaves were denied an education.
Even after the U.S. Civil War ended slavery in the
1860s, public schools established for African-
American children were separate and poorly
supported. In the middle of the 19th century, waves
of immigrants, mostly from Western Europe, began
to fill schools in the cities or move into farming
communities of the Midwest, such as Germans in
Wisconsin or Scandinavians in Minnesota.

By the turn of the century, immigrant children
defined city school systems in the Northeast and
Midwest. A 1908 study in New York City, for
example, found that 71 percent of the students had
foreign-born fathers. Nearly a century later, great
diversity again characterizes urban school systems.
Only this time, students come from all parts of the
world, joining a great migration of African-American
families out of the South that had begun during World
War II.

STUDENT ETHNIC DEMOGRAPHICS
The new language diversity in American schools
contrasts significantly with that of previous influxes of
immigrants. It is extensive. For example,

Montgomery County, Maryland, and Arlington,
Virginia, both within the metropolitan area of
Washington, D.C., enroll students whose families
speak more than three dozen languages. In Long
Beach, California, once known as a haven for people
moving from the U.S. Midwest, more than one-third
of the total enrollment of students in the public
schools, K-12, today is from Southeast Asia.
Furthermore, ties with the “old country” are easier to
maintain. Modern transportation and communication
allow immigrant families to keep up contacts and,
thus, their languages and culture. In one middle
school in Long Beach, Cambodian families helped
establish daily lessons in Khmer for their children.

Recent immigration is responsible for most of the
diversity in American schools. Yet, the schools would
be diverse even without it. About 17 percent of K-12
students are African American, and about one
percent are Native American. The families of many
of those listed as Hispanic, or Latino, can trace their
heritage to ancestors living in the areas that became
the d.S. Southwest. Among the many sub-groups
within the Hispanic school population, the highest
percentage of native-born students are of Mexican
ancestry. Other large sub-groups include Puerto
Ricans and Cuban Americans, whose migration
started before that of Central American families.
Altogether, Hispanics will become the largest
minority group in American public schools by the
year 2005.

At one time, the goal of the schools was to foster
the “melting pot,” a policy that minimized one’s
cultural background in favor of assimilation. Today,
schools still stress literacy in English, but they also
focus on understanding different cultures. Textbooks
and other classroom resources attempt to provide a
wide exposure to diverse cultures, and many teacher
recruitment efforts are aimed at building much
greater diversity among the teaching force.

Federal and some state programs provide funding
for bilingual education. This strategy — of learning
some academic subjects in the native language while
studying English — was used in the early part of the
last century to keep German-speaking students in
midwestern U.S. cities in the public schools. Fear of
foreigners after World War I led to a backlash against
bilingual programs. A U.S. Supreme Court decision
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in the 1970s guaranteed language-minority students
an appropriate education, thus supporting a return of
bilingual or similar programs. Concern about the
surge in immigration in California, however,
contributed to voter approval of a referendum that
severely limits bilingual classes in that state —
preferring a quick transition to English-only as the
approach to comply with the Supreme Court ruling.
On the other hand, U.S. Secretary of Education
Richard W. Riley recently endorsed dual language
immersion programs to help language-minority
students maintain fluency in their home language
while learning English and to give English-speaking
students a full opportunity to learn another language.

The impact of racial and ethnic diversity in the
schools varies among the states. Five states —
California, Texas, Florida, New York and Illinois —
are experiencing the largest growth in language
minority enrollments. Diverse enrollments also tend
to concentrate in central-city schools (almost all
large urban districts now have more minority students
than white students). Yet, even rural schools in such
states as Alabama or Kansas may find a growing
number of language-minority families in their
schools, attracted to the communities by low-skill
industries.

What also is different, and most significant, about
the racial/ethnic diversity in U.S. schools is how these
institutions are responding. In the past, school
officials usually expected minority student
achievement to be lower than that of white students,
which resulted in large percentages of ethnic and
racial-minority students being placed in remedial
and/or vocational programs. They dropped out of
school before obtaining a high school diploma at
much higher rates than white students.

Education reforms that began more than a decade
ago focus on higher standards for all students. The
reforms present a special challenge to low-
performing schools, which enroll mostly low-income
and/or minority children. “Closing the gap” in
achievement has become a priority for these schools,
and there is some evidence of progress. The
graduation rate of white and African-American
students is now almost the same, although Hispanic
students still lag far behind. Some states, such as
Texas, require schools to show improved
achievement among sub-groups of students, meaning

that overall scores cannot hide problems with
minority students. Where schools are focusing
special help for low-performing minority students —
such as smaller classes, research-based early reading
strategies, and motivation to prepare for college —
minority student achievement often exceeds national
averages.

BEcoMING TRULY INCLUSIVE

From living in segregated institutions to segregated
classrooms in public schools to inclusion in regular
classrooms — this has been the history of education
of students with disabilities in American schools.
Most of the success in getting disabled students
accepted into regular classrooms has occurred since
the 1950s, when parents and other advocates —
heartened by court decisions that struck down racial
sedregdation in the schools — began to organize on
behalf of students with disabilities.

Several court decisions and federal laws finally led
to a significant policy change: major legislation
requiring that schools provide “a free, appropriate
public education” to all handicapped children. Now
known as the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA), it guarantees that each disabled child
receives an individualized education program agreed
to by parents and educators. As more has been
learned about educating students with disabilities, the
law has been amended to emphasize “full inclusion”
of students with disabilities in regular classrooms and
their access to the same curriculum and standards as
other students.

The nature of disabilities among students changes
over time. When IDEA began as the Education of All
Handicapped Children Act in the mid-1970s, speech
problems accounted for the largest percentage of
students with disabilities (35 percent) and mental
retardation was second (26 percent). Twenty years
later, in the 1990s, learning disabilities was the
largest category (46 percent), while speech problems
had fallen to 18 percent and mental retardation to 10
percent. During this time, medical and educational
research determined that there was a new category
among the disabled — attention deficit disorder
(ADD), which is now covered by U.S. Government
programs.

Programs to diagnose developmental delays in very
young children and give them early help prevent

U.S.SOCIETYSE VALUES / JUNE 2000



many children from being labeled disabled. Also,
federal investments in the education of children with
disabilities include teacher training and research on
new technologies. The latter effort has led to
assistive technologies, such as the use of computers
that enable physically disabled children to better
remain on grade level in regular classrooms. Other
d.S. laws make school facilities physically accessible
to students through ramps, in place of stairs or
elevators in multi-floor buildings.

Approximately 12 percent of the K-12 enrollment
receives services under IDEA. About three-fourths of
them are taught in regular classrooms. Often regular
teachers are helped by teachers trained in special
education, either in the classroom or in resource
rooms where the challenged students receive extra
help. Almost one-fourth of students with disabilities
attend separate classes in regular school buildings; a
small percentage enroll at special schools or are
placed in residential institutions.

DIVERSITY IN ACHIEVEMENT

While schools are moving toward higher standards
for all students, there is a time-honored tradition in
American K-12 education of providing for the
exceptionally gifted and talented as well. In the early
days of the nation, before there was legislation that
provided public education for everyone, families
pooled their resources to educate their children in the
parlors at home or in other facilities. (Today, on a
comparatively modest scale, home schooling for
children still exists across the United States.)
Affluent families maintained this separate education
through exclusive private, college-preparatory
schools. But the expectation and legislative fiat in
the last century that all students attend school
through the age of 16 stimulated the educational
system to provide a range of programs for all levels
of ability.

This led to the development of programs for the
gifted and talented. Because of differences in state
laws and local practices, the number of students
enrolled in these programs varies greatly, from five
percent in some states to more than 10 percent in
others, but all except a handful of states either fund
or require gifted education. While advocates always
say more efforts and better funding are needed,
schools employ a number of methods to challenge

the gifted. For example, there are “pull-out”
programs — in which students leave their regular
classrooms several times a week to participate in
enrichment activities. This is most common on the
primary school level. Magnet high schools that focus
on the arts, math or the sciences offer students more
intensive work in these areas. Schools such as Bronx
High School of Science in New York City, and the
Duke Ellington School of the Arts in Washington,
D.C., abound nationally. Eleven states have created
residential schools for advanced instruction in math,
science, or the arts. “Governors’ schools,” which
function during warm-weather vacation periods, are
open to highly gifted and talented students. Some
states, such as Minnesota, allow proficient high
school juniors and seniors to take post-secondary
classes on college campuses at state expense.

High schools also offer a number of ways for high-
ability students to be challenged. They might take
part in such national programs as Future Problem
Solving, Odyssey of the Mind or the Great Books
reading series. More than 60 percent of public high
schools and 46 percent of nonpublic schools
participate in the Advanced Placement (AP) program
of the College Board. Highly qualified teachers
volunteer to teach AP courses, which offer more
intensive, advanced work in academic subjects than
the regular high school curriculum. In 1999, more
than 700,000 high school students enrolled in AP
classes and took the AP exams. A good score on the
exam, a three or above, qualifies the student for
credit and/or enrollment in advanced courses at
almost all four-year colleges and universities.

About 30 percent of the students in AP courses in
1999 were minorities. Efforts are underway to
encourage high schools without AP courses — most
of them in high-poverty, high-minority areas — to
prepare teachers and students for AP courses.

ADDRESSING THE GENDER BIAS

As part of the general demand for greater equity in
the schools stimulated by the civil rights movement,
attention turned to the exclusion of girls from certain
programs. While most of the lawsuits and focus on
discrimination on the basis of sex took place in higher
education, Title IX, an amendment to the Higher
Education Act in 1972, barred discrimination “under
any education program or activity receiving Federal
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financial assistance.” Because most K-12 schools
benefit from U.S. Government aid in some form, Title
IX applied to them as well. Consequently, schools
began offering more athletic programs for girls,
selected textbooks and other materials that promoted
gender equity, and opened up enrollment in
traditionally male-oriented vocational programs to
girls.

The goal of gender equity resulted in ongoing
scrutiny of girls’ participation in school life. The
attention to inequities probably accounts for the
higher enrollments of girls in advanced math and
science courses at present, and the efforts that are
underway to ensure that girls have as much access to
computers as boys. Research on the gender issue
also influenced teacher preparation and professional
development programs, since findings have shown
that teachers sometimes slighted girls in their
instruction — without being conscious of it. The
research reveals, for example, that teachers may ask
boys to respond or participate more in classrooms
and, at the same time, accept less complex answers
from girls.

RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY

Unlike educational systems in many other
countries, the United States conducts a strict
separation of church and state in schools. Public
funds are for public schools only, although a few
states and cities now are experimenting with voucher
programs that allow public funds to be spent at
schools outside of the public system, including
parochial (religious) schools. Most of these plans are
being challenged in the courts.

Because of this separation, there is a healthy
private and parochial school sector in the United
States. About five million students, or 10 percent of
the K-12 enrollment, attend private primary and
secondary schools. Catholic schools comprise half
the private school enrollment; other religious
denominations account for 35 percent. Within
parochial school education, the most rapid expansion
is within the Muslim community, which now has
about 200 schools across the United States.

ConcLasioN

Responding to the needs of diverse students in the
public schools is an issue that never sits still in the
United States. Policymakers, educators, the courts,
and parents constantly search for the best ways to
educate all students. Court-ordered desegregation
and affirmative action, for example, are giving way to
initiatives that improve the quality of education in all
schools and especially the preparation and support of
teachers to teach in highly diverse classrooms.
Assessment programs are being expanded to include
appropriate testing of language-minority students and
those with disabilities. Instead of excluding them
from testing, policymakers who design the
accountability systems are saying that true progress
in the schools can be measured only if all students
are included in the accountability. Bilingual
education remains controversial, but it also has a
strong hold in most communities, and there is a
growing demand among parents in general to
improve the foreign language instruction for all
students.

This persistent commitment to meeting learners’
needs, no matter their differences, will be needed to
prepare American schools for a future in which, as
projected for the end of this new century, minorities
will account for 60 percent of the population in the
United States. U

Anne C. Lewis is an education policy writer and
national columnist for Phi Delta Kappan, a leading
d.S. education journal.

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the U.S. Government.
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d.S. EDUCATION:
THE

ISSUE
wOF 1
CHOICE

By Rick GREEN
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ail Watson is a self-contained school reform
movement, though she claims only to be a
mother looking for the best education for her
children.

Her son Jevonte goes to a small neighborhood
elementary school in Hartford, Connecticut, where
character development and values are as important as
classroom learning. Another son, Dashawn, travels by
bus to another town to attend a middle school (grades
six through eight) for students with special needs. Her
daughter Taquonda will graduate next year from a
“magnet”’ program at one of this city’s four high
(secondary) schools where students take Latin and
read the Greek classics.

All are public schools. But instead of just sending
her children down the street to the neighborhood
schools as most parents in this aging factory town
have always done, Watson has carefully selected each
of them under a small but growing “school choice”
initiative.

Watson and her children are the first glimpse of an
emerging concept, one where education is based on a
simple idea: let parents decide.

The concept of school choice — whereby parents
may select the schools their children will attend, where
they feel they will derive the most benefit — has burst
upon the national education scene.

To be sure, most children in the United States
come together at the neighborhood or regional level
under the “common school” philosophy that began in
New England cities such as Hartford hundreds of years

ago, even before U.S. independence was declared in
1776.

(Common schools were public and theoretically
open to all, yet they had a religious orientation and
normally charged fees. The U.S. public school system
developed in the mid-19th century, spurred initially by
educator Horace Mann in Massachusetts and later
expanded to the rest of the northeastern United States
and, eventually, nationwide.)

In general today, public school education is getting
stronger. The achievement level for students across
the country is on the rise, and indicators such as
dropout rates are on the decline. Public opinion
surveys often show that parents are satisfied with the
quality of education at their neighborhood public
school. Still, there are distinct gaps in performance
between urban and suburban school districts, and
between white and minority students. Those
dissatisfied with their local public education are
exploring school choice. Indeed, for state legislatures
and local school boards, as well as for many citizens,
the question of whether or not to create more choice
for parents has become one of the leading education
issues in the United States today.

“I just want my kids to get the best [education]
they can. This is really getting them thinking,” says
Watson, who attended average public schools while
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growing up in Hartford. She now thinks competition
and choice are the only way to revive low-performing
school districts like hers, located in one of the poorest
cities in the nation.

Watson discovered school choice mostly by luck,
when her children attended a neighborhood school
where a crusading teacher was trying to launch an
alternative program that stressed values and character
education as well as learning.

t has been her good fortune to be a parent at a time

when school districts and states have been desperate

to improve student performance and have begun
experimenting with a number of dramatic ideas, such
as school choice.

This strategy gives parents a true menu of options
— offering them different types of schools once open
only to those wealthy enough to afford private school
education. Often, this means selecting a school or
specialized program built around a particular theme,
such as the arts, science and technology, or character
education (although character education — the
instilling of values in students as part of the school
program — has become more of a given in schools
across the nation today).

At the same time, supporters of even more freedom
advocate giving cash “vouchers” to parents who opt to
send their children to the private school of their choice,
for use in paying tuition. A handful of cities, such as
Cleveland (Ohio) and Milwaukee (Wisconsin), have
been flirting with this idea. Thus far, U.S. courts
generally have held that the use of public funds to pay
for private schools is not legal. Soon, perhaps as early
as 2001, the d.S. Supreme Court — the nation’s
highest judicial panel — may consider this issue.

Meanwhile, a minuscule percentage of students —
one million out of 53 million public and private school
students — are opting out completely from traditional
schools. Known as “home schoolers,’” these students
are taught at home by their parents. Although small,
the number has grown substantially during the last 10
years and is yet another reflection of a growing desire
for educational choice in the United States.

“Parents ought to be able to choose,” argues
Stephen C. Tracy, a former superintendent of a public
school district and now an executive with Edison
Schools, Inc., a leading for-profit company that
managdes public schools under contract. “Even within
the establishment today, there is recognition that this

demand for choice is almost undeniable.” Edison,
which has yet to turn a profit, will be running about
100 schools serving more than 50,000 children when
the fall 2000 term begins.

“We live in a consumer society — we are so used to
having choices,” Tracy adds, pointing out that people
no longer accept “the notion that you have no choice
when it comes to schooling. There are two essential
arguments for choice. The first is that things will get
better...that competition leads to better performance.
The other is that choice is about liberty.”

In the last five years, Tracy and others maintain, a
“tremendous change’ has begun to seep into
America’s classrooms. As many as three percent of
American students now have some sort of choice in
their public education — a number unheard of just 10
years ago.

he landscape is varied. In some states, like

California, there can be a variety of choices for

parents living in cities or suburbs. In other states,
like Watson’s Connecticut, the choice movement is
largely confined to cities where student achievement
has been the lowest — and poverty rates are the
highest.

Slowly, however, the idea that schools should offer
choices — not unlike the selections of food in
supermarkets or movies at multiplex theaters — is
taking hold in a country where a free and public
education is one of the most closely-held values.

CHARTER SCHOOLS

Two of Gail Watson’s children attend “charter”
schools, which receive public tax dollars but operate
largely independent of local education bureaucracies.
These schools, begun in Minnesota just eight years
ago, have quickly become the focus of the choice
movement in the United States.

By fall 2000, more than 2,000 charter schools are
expected to be functioning in more than three dozen of
the nation’s 50 states. In some states, schools are free
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of long-established mandates, such as the requirement
to hire certified teachers. This, in itself, is a matter of
controversy and debate.

Supporters say charter schools allow innovative
teachers to try new ideas, as parents select the type of
school they want for their child. These institutions
tend to be small, often faculty-directed and organized
around a theme. Critics say the schools are rife with
mismanagement, with little oversight and even less
evidence that they improve student achievement over
the long-term.

“More school districts are going to start charters,”
says Joe Nathan of the Center for School Change at
the University of Minnesota. “The public is demanding
options. The charter movement says we can have
higher expectations of public education.”

So broad is the charter movement that it is
supported by both the executive and legislative
branches of the U.S. Government (the Clinton
Administration and the Congress), advocates of for-
profit schools, Christian fundamentalists. and the
National Education Association and the American
Federation of Teachers, the two largest unions
representing public school teachers.

“The movement has grown from one state to 37,”
Nathan points out. “It is expanding and it is expanding
very fast. There are hundreds of thousands of kids
doing better in school than they were before,” said
Nathan, who works with charter schools across the
country.

he midwestern state of Michigan could very well

be the focal point of the school choice and

charter schools movements. While some states
have only made tentative forays into the choice
movement, and have comparatively few charter
schools running, Michigan has granted charters to
dozens of the independently run schools, largely
because of chronic low-performance in its urban
schools and long-standing inequities in school funding

between cities and towns. Nearly four percent of the
state’s students are enrolled in charter schools, many
managed by for-profit firms like Edison.

“There are a lot of reasons why people are doing
this,”” David Arsen, a professor at Michigan State
University, suggests. “There are some charter schools
that are very innovative, but that is not an apt
characterization of the set of schools as a whole. It is
still a heterogenous set of schools.”

Arsen’s research supports the notion that parents in
the worst schools want an option, even if it means
depleting resources at traditional community public
schools that are most in need. Charter critics have
long charged that these schools merely drain away
vital dollars from schools that are often trying to
educate the poorest Americans coming from families
with the least education.

The new charter schools are “tending to locate
where the traditional public schools are more
troubled,” Arsen says. “They are draining funds from
the public schools facing the most challenges.”

And yet, in states such as Michigan and Arizona,
where charters are common, Arsen and others believe,
charters have also begun to force regular schools to
make some changes, lest too many families pull out.

“If you lose three or four percent of your students to
choice, you are paying attention,” Arsen says, citing
growing marketing efforts such as instituting all-day
kindergarten and advertising on billboards and on the
radio. “There is a new ethos to be more solicitous to
parents,” he adds.

Most of the time what’s different is how the schools
are run — not what is taught, according to research by
Arsen and his colleagues.

“There is very little change in the instructional
core,” he said. “The innovation is coming in
governance and school organization.”

PRIVATE VOUCHERS

Although the courts have blocked most of the
limited voucher programs, supporters of the idea have
come up with another method to keep the idea alive:
free scholarships.

Wealthy investors who eventually want to see a
public voucher program have begun privately funded
voucher initiatives in dozens of cities across the United
States. The largest experiment to date has been in San
Antonio, Texas, where a group of conservative
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business people raised $50 million and offered every
child in one of the city’s public school districts a
voucher to use toward private school. Still, for nearly
all of the 47 million children attending public primary
and secondary schools in the United States, private
school scholarships are not an option.

Nina Shokrai Rees, an education analyst with the
Heritage Foundation, a free-market supporting policy
research group, says school choice’s strongest
advocates are found among supporters of parochial
school education and inner-city minorities who are
seeking better schools. Opponents of vouchers
include those citizens who view the taking of public
money for private schools as a violation of the federal
constitutional provision separating church and state.
Still others argue against vouchers as something that
takes money away from the neediest schools, thereby
draining funds from the nation’s inner cities.

Earlier this year, in a variation of the “voucher”
theme, a federal (U.S. court) judge in the state of
Florida halted one of the most dramatic school choice
experiments. It would have allowed parents of
students attending failing public schools to attend
another school, public or private, at state expense.
The court said public tax dollars must go to public, not
private, schools.

MORE PARENTS WANT A CHOICE

During the 1990s, steadily rising percentages of
Americans have said they favor giving parents the
right to choose the school their children attend. Some
districts and a few states even offer parents the right to
select virtually any public school they want, provided
there is classroom space.

Ted Carroll, a public school parent and former
elected member of the board of education in Hartford,
says he believes that giving parents the right to select
from a menu of small schools is critical to the future of
public education.

arroll is now a member of the board of directors

at the Breakthrough Charter School, a small

publicly funded elementary school that attracts
students from throughout the Hartford area, including
Gail Watson’s son Jevonte. It is one of the few charter
schools in the city.

“There is no doubt in my mind that the parents who
have their children at Breakthrough are thrilled,” says
Carroll. “They feel very engaged in the children’s

education process. The staff and the board of
Breakthrough clearly expect that. Every staff person
understands the mission. And size [of the student
population] is pretty important. There is a point
beyond which schools could lose the intimacy required
for groups to feel like a genuine community.”

Breakthrough’s 150 students easily fit into the
school auditorium. On Friday mornings, school
director Norma Neumann-Johnson leads them through
a few songs or a discussion topic. It’s the sort of
small-school event common at Breakthrough.

Inspired by the success of small schools in New
York City’s East Harlem school district, Neumann-
Johnson has built an alternative school around real-
world problem solving, character development and
parent education programs.

“If every parent has to choose, they get on their
horses and start investigating,” she says.

Her school not only attracts motivated parents, but
teachers looking for something different.

“Research shows that results occur when there is
teacher commitment,” Neumann-Johnson maintains.
“There were 98 applications for seven teaching
positions [when the school opened]. Everybody here
is passionate. If you had only schools of choice you
wouldn’t have bad teachers.”

It’s that kind of logic that supporters hope will push
charter schools and school choice into even the most
conservative of American communities.

“The charter movement says that we can have
higher expectations of public education,” says Nathan,
of the University of Minnesota. “It is a very positive
view of what schools can accomplish.”
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Perhaps the most striking change of all is that
merely being against choice is now viewed as being
opposed to school reform, according to Jeanne Allen,
director of the Washington, D.C.-based Center for
Education Reform.

“The concept of choice is now well-ingrained in
public policy. If you are not for it you are defining
yourself against it,” she explains. “The public’s
appetite has been whetted.”

For Watson and her three children, the choice
remains a simple one — how to find the best public
schools around.

“Charter and magnet schools are one of the best
things that have come about,” she says. “These
schools have so many ways of helping kids to learn.

They just didn’t have this when [ was in school.” 0

Rick Green is a veteran education reporter for the
Hartford Courant in Connecticut and winner of the
Education Writers Association grand prize for his
coverage.

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the U.S. Government.
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IMPLEMENTING
CHARACTER EDUCATION

By ESTHER F. SCHAEFFER

haracter education is traceable to the

foundation of the U.S. school system, and

was always intended to be an integral part of

schooling. But for a time, just when it may
have been needed most, educational institutions
failed to incorporate character development in their
work.

Today, however, it has reappeared on the nation’s
educational radar screen. Early signs indicate that
schools emphasizing character education, which
focuses on the development of characteral virtue, are
seeing impressive results.

The Character Education Partnership (CEP) — a
national nonpartisan coalition of individuals and
organizations devoted to developing moral character
in youths — defines this principle as “the long-term
process of helping young people develop good
character,” that is, knowing, caring about and acting
on core ethical values such as fairness, honesty,
compassion, responsibility and respect for oneself
and others. The goal is to surround students in an
environment that exhibits, teaches and encourages
practice in the values society needs. As a result,
children will not only be informed of these values, but
also will internalize them and make decisions and act
in accordance with them. This requires a focus on

The
AMERICAN
CLASSROOM

CITIZENSHIP, COMMUNITY AND SAFETY INCREASINGLY ARE
MATTERS FOR DISCUSSION AND RESOLUTION IN U.S. SCHOOLS.
THE FOLLOWING ARTICLES BRIEFLY DESCRIBE DEVELOPMENTS IN

THESE AREAS.

values throughout the school curriculum and culture.

It takes time, effort and often staff development to
integrate character education into schools, but the
investment is proving to be worth the effort. Middle
schools and high schools across the country that
have adopted the twin goals of academic and
character development have seen impressive results
in their overall climate and culture, in the level of the
students’ community commitment, in parental
involvement and even in higher academic
achievement. Character education works in schools
of diverse size, with populations ranging from
homogeneous to heterogeneous, and with students
from families across the socioeconomic spectrum.

To be effective, character education must be
deliberate and intentional. It must be incorporated
into all aspects of school life — from the academic
day to sports and other extracurricular activities. It
must be a hallmark of all interpersonal relationships
among adults and students.

Schools that have established good character
education have created caring environments that are
sensitive to behavioral issues — the isolation of
certain children and animosities among different
groups or factions. These institutions have built
strong communication and understanding among
students and with adults. They are responsive to
problems and have teachers, administrators and
students who often are willing to take action and
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assume responsibility when another student
appears troubled.

The schools that stand out in this regard share
certain characteristics. Invariably, they have a
committed administrative leadership — which
includes not only principals, but also assistants and
guidance counselors. They have a common
vocabulary — a set of values integrated into the study
of literature, history and other subjects. (Mount
Lebanon High School, outside of Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, accomplishes this even in less likely
subjects as science and mathematics.) They weave
character education into staff development.
(Leesville Middle School in Wake County, North
Carolina, for example, organizes teachers into teams
that use character development as a central element
in their joint curricular and lesson planning.) They
focus on mutual respect. They find ways of
incorporating community service into their agenda.
And, like Youth Opportunities Unlimited — an
alternative public school in San Diego, California,
populated by at-risk students redirected or expelled
from other district schools — they get results. At
Youth Opportunities Unlimited, the dropout rate fell
from 23 percent during the 1994-95 term to less than
13 percent two years later.

While character education is neither a short-term
solution, nor a guarantee against the eruption of
violence, it certainly is a vital part of the solution
overall.

Esther F. Schaeffer is executive director of CEP in
Washington, D.C. This article is reprinted with
permission from the October 1999 issue of the
National Association of Secondary School Principals
Bulletin. Copyright © National Association of
Secondary School Principals. O

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the U.S. Government.

PLANNING
SAFER SCHOOLS

BY RICHARD DIEFFENBACH

hile the public in the United States

debates the causes of, and solutions

to, the recent spate of incidents of

violent crime in schools, these
institutions are facing up to the need to be prepared
to deal with anything that might happen. To assist
them, state emergency management agencies across
the nation are offering their services to help make
schools safer and protect children.

For emergency managers, the shootings in
Littleton, Colorado, in April 1999 and other events
elsewhere demonstrated how vital a swift and
effective response must be. School officials and local
authorities are becoming aware of the need to
coordinate emergency services — including sheriff’s
offices, city and state police, bomb squads,
firefighters, telephone dispatchers, paramedics and
hospitals. And they must learn how to deal with the
media, government officials on various levels, and, of
course, parents. Less dramatic crises, from bomb
scares to natural disasters, can also stir up frenzied
activity.

“The problem with emergencies is that they happen
so rarely,” says Peter Clark, a Vermont school
principal whose building was threatened by flooding.
“The problem is how quickly they happen.”

State emergency managers are prepared to help
schools develop good plans because they deal with
all kinds of crises on a regular basis. “We're experts
in all-hazards planning,” says Gary McConnell,
director of the Georgia Emergency Management
Agency. “I think we have a lot to offer schools in this
regard.”

School violence prompted him to implement a new
program for schools and local officials in a state in
which several incidents brought the topic home. The
program tailors training sessions for each school
district. It includes instruction on how to create an
emerdency plan, conduct drills and searches,
coordinate with emergency services and respond to
the media.

State emergency managers say schools need
foresight that is as broad and inclusive as possible.
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“We help our schools write comprehensive plans that
apply to all kinds of hazards, like storms and
chemical spills,” says Woody Fogg, director of New
Hampshire’s Emergency Management Office. “That
kind of plan will make schools ready for anything.”

The key to planning, say emergency management
coordinators, is through partnerships with educators,
community leaders, parents and public safety
personnel. In Arizona, the partnership involves the
state department of education, state universities and
the corporate world, represented by the Bank of
America. Partners provide technical and financial
support to make schools safe. The program that has
been established by these partnerships includes two
days of training for local teams — including school
board members, administrators, faculty, school
maintenance personnel, parents, local officials and
public safety staffers.

With members of the community involved, it is
more likely that plans will actually be implemented.
Ed von Turkovich, director of emergency
management for the state of Vermont, believes that
students should be a facet of the partnership. “Most
important, having students involved helps build better
citizens in the future.”

For the most part, state emergency management
directors feel their role is to assist schools and local
authorities — “to provide communities with the tools
they need to prepare for and respond effectively to
anything, not to tell them what to do,” says Fogg.

In creating their programs, state emergency officials
have taken advantage of existing resources and
methods. Arizona makes use of a school safety
course taught by the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) that has been adapted
to meet the state’s needs, including adding a major
school violence component. New Hampshire’s
curriculum uses an “incident command system”
originally designed for the military. Under this

system, school personnel become emergency
managers with specific roles and responsibilities.

Many state lawmakers are considering legislation
encouraging or requiring schools to plan. In addition,
they are studying a wide variety of preventive
measures — additional school counselors, toll-free
phone “tip” lines — as well as increasing
punishments for students involved in threats, assaults,
or other forms of violent behavior.

In all, these state programs, which continue to
expand, have given school systems a sense of
reassurance that the emergency management corps
will be present if or when schools face life-threatening
situations. At the same time, the state agencies have
brought a degree of empowerment to these
communities, providing them with the tools to help
and protect themselves, to make their schools, and
their children, safer.

Richard Dieffenbach is a policy analyst with the
National Emergency Management Association of the
Council of State Governments. Copyright © 1999 The
Council of State Governments. Reprinted with
permission from State Government News. ad

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views
or policies of the d.S. Government.
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PEER HELP THROUGH
SERVICE: LEARNING
HELPFULNESS

By DEBORAH HECHT

alk into the Hoboken (New Jersey)

Charter School and you might see a high

school student engaged in a lively

discussion with a third-grader about an
art exhibit they visited the day before. In another
classroom, you may find a second-grader reading a
book to a kindergarten youngster. Further down the
hall, two first-graders are discussing the city’s plans
for a new recycling program.

This is a school committed to education through
service learning — using it as an educational
pedagogy to encourage students from all parts of a
culturally, ethnically and economically diverse urban
region to work together to address their community’s
needs. The children are urged to define
“community,” and “needs,” as they apply to
themselves, their families, their school and their city.

The term “service learning” refers to an experiential
teaching and learning method that is becoming
common in schools across the United States. It
provides students with the opportunity to apply both
academic and non-academic skills to real-life
situations. Students become involved in some type
of meaningful community service activity that is then
linked to their learning through carefully guided
periods of reflection and analysis. It is a concept that
has been endorsed universally — by educators, youth
program specialists, politicians and even those
engaded in monitoring the juvenile justice system. A
number of states require community service for high
school graduation eligibility, and increasingly, college
application forms seek evidence of such voluntary
involvement by prospective students. Indeed,
through various acts of the U.S. Congress during the
past decade, service learning, in effect, has become
the law of the land, with more than one million
children actively involved in community service.

Although both community service and service
learning are encouraged and supported, there is a
difference between the two. For example, planting a
community garden might be a community service
project. It would evolve into service learning if the

goal would be to help students develop an
understanding of botany or geometry. Furthermore,
as is generally agreed by participants and
supervisors, a service learning activity must meet a
real need, must be ongoing, and should include four
key elements — planning, service, reflection and
celebration.

The types of learning that occur in the process are
as varied as the service activities themselves. The
most commonly identified learning goals are
students’ growth in academic areas, advancement in
personal development (such as increased tolerance
for others or self-comprehension), preparation for
careers and enhancing one’s sense of civic
responsibility. Frequently, the programs are
conceived to help students meet national, state and
local standards. For example, students might learn
history by interviewing and spending time with senior
citizens. They might learn effective literary
techniques by writing books for younger children.
And they might expand their awareness of citizenship
and science skills by cleaning up neighborhoods and
planting gardens.

Is service learning real learning? If students spend
time engaged in these activities, doesn't it reduce the
amount of time available for their classroom
assignments and preparation? The fact is that
research shows that even when students spend time
away from school because of service commitments,
their academic achievement does not suffer. The
greatest and most demonstrable impact, however,
has been in the psychosocial and personal-
development areas. Students invariably view their
work as meaningful. They develop a sense of self-
confidence. They maintain that they care about
others and learn to understand differences among
people. And generally, they wind up feeling good
about themselves.

Intriguing, too, is the fact that carefully designed
service experiences do not show preference to the
most popular, the brightest or the most affluent
student. Service learning is a leveler. Indeed, it is
often the case that those students who are typically
either disruptive or disengaged during traditional
classroom learning thrive when they have the
opportunity to work on a service program. For
example, a student unable, or unwilling, to sit still
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during a 40-minute history period may welcome the
opportunity to facilitate a senior citizen dance.
Through service learning, young people find that
their efforts are valued by others, that they can make
a positive difference, and they can connec