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Educational reformers now press for radical changes in American
classrooms. Leaders in politics and business demand “critical think-
ing” and “‘teaching for understanding.” They insist on “world-class
standards” for schools. They argue that students must become in-
dependent thinkers and enterprising problem solvers. Educators say
that schools must offer intellectually challenging instruction that is
deeply rooted in the academic disciplines. These proposals come
from many different sources. The California State Department of
Education has been urging such ideas on schools since 1985, and
several other states are taking similar steps. The National Council
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) has launched a campaign to
replace rote memorization of facts and procedures with deep under-
standing of mathematical ideas in all American schools. Re-
searchers and reformers concerned with reading and writing are
pressing a parallel approach in schools across the country. Several
other professional associations and disciplinary groups are writing
new curricula and instructional standards. Publishers have begun
to climb on the bandwagon, and new tests and texts are being pro-
posed, designed, and written.
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These reform efforts differ from one another in some impor-
tant ways, but they all differ vastly from most current practice. For
many reformers envision an active, constructivist sort of learning
and an intellectually adventurous approach to teaching. They be-
lieve that instruction should be rooted in a thorough knowledge of
academic disciplines and that students should grapple with deep
issues in those disciplines as a regular part of their classwork. In
contrast, most teaching in U.S. classrooms is rather didactic.
Teachers and students spend most of their time with lectures, or
formal recitations, or worksheets, or some combination thereof. In-
tellectual demands generally are relaxed, and a great deal of the
work strikes observers as dull. Only a modest fraction of public
school teachers have deep knowledge of any academic subject.

What are the prospects for efforts to reform teaching in
American schools? The question is as old as public education,
though reformers rarely seem aware of it. In the 1840s Horace Mann
and other advocates of more thoughtful and humane instruction
proposed several of the ideas that enthrall today’s reformers and
exhorted teachers to embrace them. In the 1890s John Dewey and
many allies refined and expanded the ideas and launched a cam-
paign to get teachers to adopt them. Some of the same ideas were
revived or discovered anew by reformers in the Sputnik era and sent
sailing toward teachers with federal financial and political support.
A decade or so later some of the same ideas were again discovered
and urged on teachers in the Open Education and Free School
movements. Several elements in these reform programs have been
broadly adopted, but only at the price of accommodation to many
persistently traditional features of prior practice.! If John Dewey or
Horace Mann were suddenly transported to classrooms today, they
would find both startling changes and many sadly familiar
practices.

One reason for such mixed and slow progress has been the
great difficulty of teaching as many reformers wish—a point that
generally has escaped most of those who propose it. Another reason
is the great difficulty of learning to teach very differently, which
also has escaped most reformers. The progress of reform also has
been slowed by Americans’ chronic ambivalence about serious in-
tellectual work. One additional reason for slow progress is that



242 Teaching for Understanding

educational policies have only occasionally and weakly promoted
the sorts of teaching that reformers now propose. As we argued in
Chapter Seven, policymakers have not earned high marks in ped-
agogy. The policies that are most simplistic intellectually have been
most effective pedagogically, while the policies that are most am-
bitious intellectually have been least effective pedagogically.

New Designs for Policy
Despite this mixed and disappointing record, policymakers now

urge much more challenging instruction on schools. In what fol-
lows we explore what it might take for them to succeed. We begin

with a sketch of the sort of teaching that many current reformers .

envision, in part to suggest some of the things that most teachers
would have to learn.«With that in mind we turn to how teachers
might learn a new approach to instruction and how policy might
promote it. We sketch some proposals for a more educational ap-
proach to educational policy, but we note that it would be very
different from current arrangements. Hence we also ask whether
such a novel approach could reasonably be expected to work, given
politics and education as we know them. Our aim in all this is
exploratory: we want to probe unfamiliar terrain, not to issue a five-
point program.

One thing that is missing in most reform proposals is a sense
of what the new teaching might look like and what teachers would
have to know and do in order to carry it off.2 Several of the chapters
in this book help in this department, for they sketch a few portraits
of new pedagogies.® The portraits are unusual; in them teachers try
to help students to learn to think and work in something like the
ways that historians, mathematicians, and scientists think and
work. These teachers treat the terrain of teaching as intellectual
practices, that is, as history or mathematics or science. They see
instruction in history or biology as a matter of getting students to
engage significant problems in these practices, rather than simply
transmitting the finished knowledge. Teachers invite students to try
out ideas about how to set the problems, to discuss alternative ways
to solve them, to test their arguments against evidence, and the like.
Rather than acting as though students were empty vessels to be
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filled, teachers act as though students were active and interesting
thinkers. Students must of course learn many finished products of
these practices, but they do so while working as apprentice histor-
ians, mathematicians, and biologists work, rather than learning the
finished products in isolation.

In order to do such work, teachers must find ways to provoke
students’ performance within the practices they teach. Hence they
try to frame classroom tasks that are intellectually authentic yet
accessible to apprentices. They try to set these tasks in ways that
will stimulate students’ interest and evoke lively work. They try to
cultivate deep thought and rich discourse by devising appropriate
activities, coaching, and conducting rather than didactically “‘tell-
ing knowledge” to students.* And teachers try to organize all of this
so that members of the class will have access to one another’s
thinking.

Teaching of this sort defies many inherited ideological cate-
gories. It is not conventionally child-centered, for it is rooted in
intellectual practices instead of childish activities. Yet it also is
rooted in students’ performance in those practices, and in their un-
derstanding of what makes a good performance. Similarly, though
much teaching is done by learners in such classrooms, teaching is
much more difficult than in conventional “knowledge telling.” Fi-
nally, while teachers must be much more knowledgeable and active
than their conventional colleagues in order to carry off such teach-
ing, they must do so while finding ways to be much less prominent
in the class’s work.

When such teaching works, it greatly enriches instruction:
but whether it works or not, it greatly complicates instruction. For
teachers open up classroom communication to many more voices
and much more independent and thoughtful speech. They revise
the discourse structure of classrooms so that authority is diffused
from teachers and texts to anyone who makes persuasive arguments.
Students assume much larger instructional roles and responsibili-
ties. The social organization of classrooms grows much more lively
and rich, but teachers’ intellectual and managerial responsibilities
grow as well.

Learning and teaching as we have sketched them are much
more social activities than ordinarily is the case in U.S. classrooms.
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Deborah Ball writes that “ . . . the GROUP is a focus of attention,
even a sort of crucible for learning. Teaching in this way is not just
some way to enhance each student’s thinking and knowledge. It is
also about interaction and community—as both means and goal. I
keep thinking of how struck visitors to my class are (especially non-
academics) when they see the . . . interactions and sense of com-
munity. [One visitor] . . . recently . . . was amazed to find that the
girl he was sitting next to had an explicit record of what different
issues had come up and what different kids had said during the
previous class. She drew on these notes to extend the conversation
during the class he was observing (she wrote ‘Yesterday, T. said that
3/3 would be equal to 1 and I agree with that, but I also agree with
what D. was saying. Let me try something up on the overhead?’).
The kids build on one another’s work, and they are working TO-
GETHER . . . playing off one another and . . . mov[ing] . . . col-
lective understandings, assumptions, agreements along.”?

To work in such ways teachers try to create classroom cul-
tures that support disciplined inquiry. To do so they must respect
and understand students’ efforts to make sense of material. That is
no mean feat, since students’ ideas can be as puzzling and oblique
as they are inventive and insightful. Their efforts to make sense of
things sometimes parallel deep disputes and significant historical
developments within fields, but they are expressed in the words and
ideas of young beginners rather than experienced professionals.
Teachers cannot make much sense of students’ efforts to learn un-
less they understand the fields and know something of their devel-
opment, as well as understand how children think about particular
subjects and how they develop intellectually. Uncommon as such
understanding is, it is still not enough, for teachers work with little
crowds in classrooms. To create classroom cultures in which disci-
plined inquiry thrives, teachers also must encourage students to be
both tolerant and critical—to respect others’ views but also to sub-
ject those views to the intellectual discipline of historical or ma-
thematical thought.® Teachers must cultivate students’ respect for
one another’s ideas and their capacities for disciplined argument,
for probing one another’s ideas, and for thoughtful listening. These
qualities can be encouraged among young children, but not easily.

No one knows if the sort of teaching and learning that we

-
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have been describing is exactly what most reformers have in mind,
for the rhetoric of reform is largely a paper and pencil matter. Few
reformers have spent much time in classrooms of any description,
and few have written in detail about teaching or referred to specific
examples of instruction in their reports, speeches, and proposals.’
But the pedagogies sketched above do have much in common with
recent reform rhetoric. Unlike arguments for reform, though, exam-
ples of ambitious pedagogy are quite rare, for most schoolteachers
and students see instruction as a matter of giving and getting the
right answers. The combination of intellectual tolerance and intel-
lectual discipline that our colleagues have written about in this
book is unusual even in college and university classrooms, where
most teachers are quite knowledgeable and most students are easy
to manage. American education offers few examples that suggest
what might be possible, and from which teachers might learn.

But even if teachers had many examples from which to learn,
they would find that teaching of this sort is very difficult. Academic
work is much more complex and demanding when students try to
make sense of biology or literature than when they simply memorize
the frog’s anatomy or the sentence’s structure. Teachers need to
know a great deal to understand and appreciate students’ ideas, and
they must be able to manage complex social interactions about the
ideas. Still another reason such teaching is rare is that it is uncer-
tain. Instruction is much less predictable when students discuss and
debate their interpretations of a story, or their conception of verte-
brate anatomy, than when they memorize facts in isolated silence at
their desks and disgorge them in recitation. Teachers must cope
with much greater uncertainty when students present ideas that are
difficult to understand, when they offer unpredictable insights in
discussions, and when they get into complicated disagreements. It
is unsettling to confront such uncertainties and difficult to manage
them without closing down discussion. Much modern social and
psychological research converges on the notion that the mind typ-
ically deals with uncertainty by reducing or eliminating it.% If so,
teaching of the sort that we discuss here cuts across the grain of
some deep psychic dispositions or cognitive structures.

Another reason that teaching of this sort is rare is that it is
risky. When teachers construct classroom work so that it turns on
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extensive student participation, they enhance their dependeénce on
students. Teachers are the professionals in charge, but if students do
not do the work, have good ideas, and engage in lively discussions,
the class will fall flat and the teacher will have failed publicly.
Teachers who try to work in the ways we have sketched must man-
age greater vulnerability to students than if they taught in a more
closed and traditional manner.®

The teaching that reformers seem to envision thus would

require vast changes in what most teachers know and believe.
Teachers would have to revise their conception of learning, to treat
it as an active process of constructing ideas rather than a passive
process of absorbing information. They would have to rediscover
knowledge as something that is constructed and contested rather
than handed down by authorities.!® They would have to see that
learning sometimes fleurishes better in groups than alone at one’s
desk with a worksheet. And in order to learn, teachers would have
to unlearn much deeply held knowledge and many fond beliefs.
Such learning and unlearning would require a revolution in
thought, and scholars in several fields have shown that such revo-
lutions are very difficult to foment.!! Moreover, once teachers’ aca-
demic knowledge and conceptions of learning changed, they would
have to learn how to teach differently.

The reform of teaching therefore would entail an extraordi-
nary agenda for teachers’ learning. We wonder if it could be ac-
complished, and if it could, by what means. Several of our
colleagues in this book doubt that teachers would learn a new ped-
agogy from conventional teacher education, and they suggest some
elements of an alternative. One is that teachers would have extended
opportunities to “practice’’ in ways that enabled them to gradually
contrive a very different pedagogy, rather than the usual quick-hit
“inservice¥ workshops.’”? Another is that thoughtful colleagues
would observe teachers’ work, report on it, and make the observa-
tions part of a sustained conversation about teaching and learning
to teach. Teachers then would have opportunities to see their teach-
ing from other perspectives, perhaps would learn how to adopt such
perspectives themselves, and thus would become more reflective
about their work. Another element still is that teachers would have
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opportunities to reflect on the content of the conversations, to try
out revisions in their work, and to weigh the results.

These ideas imply another: as they learned a new pedagogy,
teachers would profit from working in protected situations. Protec-
tion would be useful in part because teachers would have so much
to learn and unlearn. Unlearning is a difficult and little-explored
feature of learning that would be especially troublesome in this case,
for teachers would have to become novices after many years of think-
ing they had been accomplished professionals. They would have to
cast aside much that they had known and done confidently, yet they
would still have to carry on as professionals in their classrooms.
Protection also would be useful because teachers would be learning
to work in ways that were much more uncertain, and that made them
quite vulnerable. Teachers also would profit from protection against
the many mistakes they would make as they abandoned old practices
and acquired new ones. There is, after all, the possibility that their
novice efforts would impede students’ learning, or would become
unduly painful, or would damage them professionally. Many arran-
gements could afford some such protection, including special
schools, classes, institutes, support groups, and networks for profes-
sional development. But one key feature of any such arrangement
would be work with more accomplished professionals in relation-
ships that combined trust and critical reflection.' Finally, teachers
would profit from protection against the typically frantic press for
reform-in-a-minute, so that their time to learn would be commen-
surate with the scale and scope of the learning.'

How could policy promote this unusual agenda for teachers’
learning? The simplest course of action for policymakers would be
to declare the matter an important priority, set goals or standards,
and turn operations over to colleges, universities, and other agencies
that educate teachers. But those institutions have little capacity to
support the sorts of teaching or teacher learning described here. To
begin with, inadequate preparation still is no barrier to becoming
a teacher. Most colleges and universities grant degrees to intending
elementary teachers despite their thin knowledge of the subjects
they will teach, and they grant degrees to intending secondary
teachers despite their thin knowledge of pedagogy and learning.
School systems readily hire those teachers. In a sense the schools
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have little choice, for undergraduates who declare an intention to
teach elementary school cannot major in an academic subject in
most institutions of higher education; they must instead major in
teaching, learning, and other aspects of education. In contrast, those
who declare an intention to teach secondary school must major in
an academic subject, and study learning and pedagogy only quite
superficially. But the schools have made few efforts to changé
things. Many state and local school systems make it exceedingly
difficult for applicants to get elementary school teaching jobs if they
have majored in an academic subject rather than elementary edu-
cation, and they offer no incentives for secondary teachers to acquire
strong pedagogical preparation. One would think that universities
could easily repair the situation by opening academic majors to
intending elementary school teachers so they could more adequately
study the subjects they will teach and by requiring much deeper
study of pedagogy and learning for intending secondary school
teachers. But those seemingly simple steps would be very difficult.
Efforts to replace the elementary education major with academic
fields, or to create joint majors, have been resisted by disciplinarians
as well as by educationists, as have efforts to deepen the education
of intending secondary school teachers by including more attention
to learning and pedagogy.®
Even if these problems of curriculum and course offerings
were miraculously solved tomorrow, teachers still would find it very
difficult to learn the pedagogy that recent reformers propose. One
reason is that few college and university professors teach that way.
Most intending teachers get most of their undergraduate education
in departments of humanities, science, and social sciences. Even
those who major in elementary education do two-thirds or three-
quarters of their studies in such departments, and instruction there
generally is as traditional and didactic as most schoolteaching. Pro-
fessors know their subjects much more deeply than most school-
teachers, but more sophisticated teaching does not follow nec-
essarily or even frequently from greater academic knowledge.!®
Another reason it would be very difficult for teachers to learn the
pedagogy that recent reformers propose is that most teachers are
educated at public universities and colleges in which large classes,
multiple-choice tests, and little student contact with faculty are the
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order of the day. Like most other undergraduates, intending
teachers’ education often is in the hands of graduate students who
are beginners in their subjects, inexperienced at teaching, and un-
willing or unable to invest much in learning to teach well. Still
another reason it would be very difficult for teachers to learn the
pedagogy that recent reformers propose is that most academic de-
partments would neither permit intending elementary school
teachers to take the regular sequence of disciplinary courses for
majors, nor offer an alternative sequence of intellectually sound
courses for those who wished to major but did not intend graduate
work in the field. It also would be very difficult for teachers to learn
the pedagogy that recent reformers propose, because most education
schools and departments could not now offer professionally sound
and intellectually defensible studies in pedagogy and learning in
academic subjects for teachers at any level. Much of what these
schools and departments currently offer is notoriously thin, and
little of it is deeply grounded in knowledge of academic subjects. "’
Hence even if colleges and universities did greatly increase intend-
ing teachers’ opportunities to study academic subjects, learning,
and pedagogy, that would be unlikely to produce the teaching that
reformers now envision.

To reform schoolteaching by revising college and university
instruction would entail much more than revamping undergradu-
ate curricula and course requirements. Great changes in the culture
and educational priorities of higher-education institutions also
would be required. Few members of the academy exhibit any taste
for such work, and signs of inducements that could alter their in-
clinations are scarce. Recent efforts to reform teacher education have
been launched with much fanfare, but they have made only a little
progress at best. Moreover, many institutions of higher education
have been in a serious revenue squeeze for years, and it is getting
worse. The likelihood that colleges and universities will take up
major reforms of curriculum and instruction diminishes as money
grows shorter, administrative discretion is reduced, and faculty po-
sitions are lost. If state and federal policymakers relied on higher
education to fundamentally revise instruction in the public schools,
they would almost certainly be disappointed.

Reformers could instead turn to continuing professional ed-
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ucation, in hope of reeducating teachers while they are at work. But
while state and local school systems and universities spend heavily
for such education every year, most of it has a dismal reputation.
Various professional agencies sponsor a blizzard of workshops, but
most are short, simple, and superficial. Universities and colleges
also offer much continuing professional education, but most of that
is commonly regarded as either irrelevant or thin. Challenging con- *
tent is almost as rare as the continuing professional contact that can
sustain new ideas and practices in classrooms. Some professors and
professional development agencies do a better job, but they tend to
be few in number and to have modest capacity. Many subsist on
external grants from one year to the next, and regularly must
change their agendas to accommodate shifting governmental and
philanthropic fashions. Few work with teachers for the time or with
the intensity that weuld be required to make and sustain basic
change in practice.

Schools also offer extensive continuing education, and poli-
cymakers might hope to turn it toward reform. But most of the
schools’ education for teachers is reported to be a pabulum of brief,
superficial, and unconnected workshops. They are rarely inspired
by a larger vision of instruction, nor are they tied to deeper issues
in curriculum, assessment, or learning. Additionally, few schools
offer teachers extended or well-designed opportunities to learn on
the job, nor do they create powerful inducements for it.’® Thought-
ful observers argue that schools would become places for teachers
to learn only if there were major changes in the institutional cul-
ture, in teachers’ conceptions of their work, and perhaps in their
jobs as well.!? Such changes would take a great deal of time and
energy in any circumstances, but they would be especially demand-
ing when educators were struggling with shrinking budgets and
rising social problems, as they do today.

If our analysis is roughly correct, policymakers would not
dramatically change pedagogy by simply passing that assignment
to the existing agencies of teacher education, for those agencies have
neither the capacity to carry most of the educational load themselves
nor the disposition to build that capacity. Policymakers and ana-
lysts committed to reform, therefore, would have to find other ways
to enable teachers to learn. Schools, universities, and professional
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development agencies would almost surely play an important part
in any such effort, but simple delegation is not indicated.

What might policymakers do instead? They could make pol-
icy itself much more educational for educators. Educational policy
continues to grow: reformers in and out of government are devising
more demanding standards, designing more challenging assess-
ments, writing more thoughtful instructional frameworks, and de-
veloping more intelligent curricula. Each of these endeavors
increases the things that teachers would have to learn if they were
to succeed, but few are well enough designed to promote such learn-
ing. To make such policies much more educavional for educators,
the processes in which policy is made and enacted would have to
be opened up so that they created many more opportunities to learn.
And those opportunities would have to be designed so that they
embodied the sorts of teaching and learning that reformers wish to
promote for classrooms.?

This approach would give an entirely new meaning to the
term ‘‘educational policy.” The idea has a certain appeal; if poli-
cymakers want to promote reform, should they not organize policy
so that teachers could learn what they needed to know in order to
succeed? But Americans have little experience with endeavors of this
sort, and we know little about what may be entailed. To probe those
entailments, we consider a few examples of how educational policy
could become more educational for those who enact it.

Take the case of creating a new instructional framework in
any academic subject. Framework design opens up fundamental
questions about the nature and purposes of instruction, and thus
presents many educational opportunities. Perhaps the most direct
way to make framework design more educational for educators
would be to create an accompanying design for learning—in effect,
a curriculum of framework creation. If such a curriculum were
tightly tied to framework development, the very act of constructing
new instructional goals and standards would be embedded in an
educational scheme. The formation of instructional policy would
become a simultaneous venture in adult education. But a curricu-
lum of framework design also could be more loosely tied to actual
framework consiruction. Educators could be engaged in learning
activities that simulated or paralleled framework construction, but
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on a separate track. In this case the formation of instructional policy
would be accompanied at a distance by related educational endeav-
ors. A given venture in framework design could, of course, have
some tight and some loose links to a curriculum for learning from
the activity. '

However these links were set, the aim would be to undertake
framework design so that it also presented a rich set of occasions for*
educators to learn. One key element in any such curricalum would
be strategies to help educators think about the scope and structure
of instructional frameworks. Such things are largely unknown to
Americans, and it would be important to cultivate familiarity with
a new approach to instructional purposes and content. Reading and
analyzing frameworks from other nations and the few U.S. states
that have them would be one fruitful way to begin. In that connec-
tion the curriculum-also could invite teachers to draft, justify, and
criticize their own framework proposals, or to comment on draft
proposals for state or national frameworks. An important part of
such work would include helping teachers to identify themes for a
proposed framework, to consider relations among themes, to ana-
lyze the advantages and disadvantages of particular themes, and to
cultivate ways to discuss these matters. None of this could be done
well without knowledge of the disciplinary fields involved, and
given the state of most teachers’ knowledge, any such curriculum
would have to offer ways for many of them to learn much more. A
curriculum could, for example, suggest how teachers could develop
the themes that they proposed by identifying and investigating sam-
ple topics within one, and planning a few lessons. Such activities
would offer a way of learning more about the content of a field and
teaching and learning in it, as well as about what remained to be
learned.

‘ Another crucial element in any curriculum of framework
design would be the identification of materials. Teachers could read
books, original sources, experiments, and the like and discuss their
suitability. Such work would be an extraordinary opportunity to
learn about the intellectual terrain of a field, about the various
approaches to mapping it, and about the many different ways in
which a single set of instructional goals could be realized in class-
rooms. A curriculum of this sort also could invite teachers to imag-
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ine how they might deal with a particular theme in a series of
lessons. Teachers could teach the lessons to colleagues, and, in light
of that experience, discuss how they could revise readings, lesson
formats, and even framework designs. A proper curriculum would
suggest ways to go about such work, including guides to help
teachers in scrutinizing the instructional properties of materials,
advice about how to weigh their value for teaching and learning,
assistance in developing and teaching sample lessons, and guidance
in the revision of frameworks in light of discussions and classroom
trials.

The same sort of curriculum could be created for the design
of new assessments, for, like framework construction, assessment
raises fundamental questions: what has been learned? What should
be? How is learning best investigated? Here again, the key point
would be to frame reform as a set of educational opportunities. One
key element in any such curriculum would be guidance in writing
blueprints for new assessment, including examples from other
school systems, suggested ways to compare blueprints, and exercises
that help educators and interested officials or members of the public
to learn something of the genre. A curriculum of assessment design
could also suggest ways in which teachers might draft blueprints, or
comment on drafts already circulating in their state or region. In
that connection a curriculum also could suggest ways to use the
drafts and comments as a basis for investigating the strengths and
weaknesses of proposed blueprints—that is, comparing them to ex-
tant assessments and instructional frameworks, exchanging analy-
ses, inviting comments from assessment specialists, and the like.

All of this would in a sense be preliminary to creating assess-
ments. A curriculum of assessment design could offer teachers guid-
ance in the definition of domains, in the composition of questions
and other assessment tasks, and in developing rubrics for evaluating
answers. It could suggest how teachers might analyze the quality of
the questions they wrote and improve on them. Such a curriculum
also could organize ways in which teachers could study the topics
that they wrote questions about, as they wrote and discussed the
questions. That sort of work would both deepen teachers’ knowl-
edge of the matters assessed and improve their understanding of the
strengths and limitations of assessment within specific subject mat-
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ter fields. Finally, with work of this sort en route, a curriculum of
assessment design could help to guide teachers’ study of the rela-
tions among assessment, frameworks, and curricula.

One notion behind these ideas is that the education of edu-
cators could flower if it were tied to certain crucial practical tasks
that also were intellectually fundamental.?! The short list of such
tasks certainly would include much of the program of the current
reform movement: devising new academic standards, designing new
assessments, writing new instructional frameworks, and developing
new curricula. In that sense the present moment in American ed-
ucation offers unparalleled educational opportunities. While it
would be no mean feat to develop curricula for reform that could
realize those opportunities, if it were done well, many teachers
could gain enormously. Since framework and assessment revision
would be continuing tasks in any vital educational system, teachers
would be able to contribute to reform and learn from it on a con-
tinuing basis. Several states have edged a bit in these directions
recently, as they have begun to devise new frameworks and revamp
curriculum and testing;Z but state officials have neither envisioned
nor designed such work as a major project in the education of
educators. That is not surprising, for the agenda that we have out-
lined could hardly be done well in the ways that most education
agencies now approach continuing professional education—that is,
in a few stolen hours after school, on weekends, or in isolated bursts
of summer activity.

What would this sort of scheme entail for policy? Most gener-
ally, policy would be reconceived as an educational endeavor, and
many opportunities to learn would be designed into policymaking
processes. Such work would take extraordinary imagination as well
as instructional design capacities that now barely exist either in
government or in public education. Yet those changes would be for
naught ‘if teachers did not capitalize on them, and most teachers
already are quite busy, and few have any sense that the sorts of
activities that we have sketched should be part of their assign-
ments.? Hence teachers’ work, or their ideas about their work, also
would have to be substantially revised. Additionally, teachers could
not do it alone. An educational approach to educational policy also
would require learning and teaching on a broader scale, including
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specialists in assessment, experts in pedagogy, and subject matter
specialists from universities and other agencies. They would have
much to contribute as teachers and much to learn as participants
in a novel sort of educational policy. None of these things would
be likely to occur without other changes: in the way teachers’ work
was understood and treated by administrators, politicians, and the
public, in the mobilization of potent inducements to learn, in the
provision of money and other resources to support learning, and
hence in the quality of political and educational leadership.

But we are getting ahead of our story. Consider one more
example of the approach we have discussed—the development of
new curricula for students. Curriculum could be one of the most
intimate connections between policymakers and classroom practi-
tioners, for curriculum standards and materials play a large role in
the work that teachers and students do together every day. The
recent reform movement has produced a small avalanche of propo-
sals to revise that work by fundamentally changing the substance
and structure of academic subjects. The projects include those of
NCTM, Project 2061, several in the National Academy of Sciences,
several others in state governments, as well as others. Like the 1950s
curriculum reforms, though, these endeavors often are discussed
and carried out as though their authors were unaware of the enor-
mous agenda for educators’ learning that they entail.

It is not difficult to envision an alternative: reformers could
design new curricula for students so that they were deeply educa-
tional for teachers. For example, an innovative unit on fractions for
fourth graders could be accompanied by a teachers’ fractions curric-
ulum. The teachers’ curriculum could offer an array of approaches
to teaching and learning fractions and weave discussion of the
mathematical ideas into those approaches. The curriculum also
could discuss different ways to present each topic and analyze the
strengths and limitations of various presentations. Each alternative
could include examples of how to frame the mathematics, reports
on the sorts of things that students said and did when material was
presented to them in that way, and discussion of the mathematical
content both of the material presented and students’ responses. Such
a curriculum also could discuss the ways in which teachers could
interpret students’ responses and how they could probe students’



256 Teaching for Understanding

ideas to get a better idea of their thinking. In these ways and others,
a teachers’ fractions curriculum could offer teachers extended
discussion of mathematics in the context of considering various
ways to teach and learn mathematics. It could be accompanied by
additional reading or other supporting material on the mathemat-
ical content of fractions, on how students think about this domain
of mathematics, and on how accomplished teachers have handled
both the material and students’ responses to it.

We have not proposed a teacher’s guide or classroom scripts.

This sort of curriculum would be pointless if it did not influence
teaching, but it would be equally pointless if it were mechanically
conceived or executed. Our intention is to tie a program for
teachers’ learning to improved curriculum for students. The
teachers’ curriculum would be focused on mathematical pedagogy,
that is, on the interactions among mathematics, representations of
mathematical ideas, teaching, and learning. It could be organized
around instructional issues that teachers would face every day as
they sought to use the new curriculum with students. Qur reasoning
in this is straightforward. If recent efforts to reform education do
entail the extraordinary learning for teachers that we suggest, new
policies could not work unless ways were found to enable that learn-
ing. Since most teachers would have to continue to teach even as
they learned to teach differently, much of that learning should be
situated in or near classrooms. The curricula that teachers and stu-
dents use every day would be one such situation.*

Curricula of this sort would substantially increase teachers’
chances to learn the things that recent instructional policies entail,
but they would not be easy to create. Curriculum design and pub-
lishing would have to be sharply reoriented so that they attended
as much to teachers’ as to students’ learning. Teachers also would
need opportunities to learn from the new curricula that were similar
to the learning that reformers intend for students, for few American
adults have experienced such learning, and teachers could hardly be
expected to competently guide students through intricate processes
of which they were ignorant. In addition to a new approach to
curriculum design for teachers, such curricula also would require
that teachers have time to read the new materials, chances to discuss
them, helpful and knowledgeable people with whom to discuss
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them, opportunities to try out new approaches in their classes o1
elsewhere, and assistance in such tryouts. Changes of these sorts
would add greatly to the time and other resources required to design
and enact new curricula. They could not occur without thoughtful
action by policymakers, publishers, schools, colleges, and universi-
ties, and a variety of professional and disciplinary organizations.?

These examples throw a little more light on what it may take
to weave a suitable education for educators into educational policy.
Policymakers would have to create opportunities for teachers to
learn practices such as history or biology by engaging in them,
conversing about them, articulating ideas, testing them against ev-
idence, and the like. Rather than acting as though teachers were
empty vessels to be filled, policymakers would act as though
teachers were active and interesting thinkers and central in policy-
making. Teachers would have the sort of opportunities to learn that
reformers think students should have. Doing these things would not
be easy, since few policymakers and managers ever learned that way
in school, let alone taught others. We wonder where policymakers
could learn. But assume they did, somewhow. Rather than consid-
ering teachers as the “implementers” of policy, they would treat
teachers and administrators as though they were intelligent com-
mentators on policy and significant participants in creating and
revising it. Policymakers and managers would eschew more famil-
iar and didactic roles in which they “tell knowledge” to educators,
and instead would engage them as active, learning collaborators.

Analysts are familiar with several criteria for effective policy,
including political feasibility, leadership, appeal to important con-
stituencies, and the like. Qur proposal adds another: educational
policy should be deeply educational for those who enact it. That
criterion would not be easy to satisfy. Simply to design the sorts of
opportunities to learn from policy that we have sketched would be
difficult, time-consuming, and costly. To actually integrate
teachers’ learning into policymaking would be vastly more so. Re-
vising extant conceptions of teachers’ work and its organization
would further add to the costs and complications.

Moreover, thus far we have focused chiefly on what an edu-
cational approach to educational policy would entail for teachers.
But such curricula as we have sketched also would complicate pol-
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icy formation and enactment. Efforts to incorporate pedagogy as
well as politics and finance would greatly complicate policymak-
ing. Additionally, if learning from policy became crucial, policy-
makers would have to attend closely to what teachers and other
educators understood. That would greatly complicate what analysts
have called implementation; the activity itself might have to be
reconceived as reinventing policy.® Finally, if they did carefull}y
attend to teachers, policymakers’ uncertainty and dependence on
teachers would increase. For discourse about policy would open up,
much as classroom discourse opens up in adventurous teaching.
New voices would be drawn into policymaking, and other voices
long silent or ignored would be raised. Teachers’ role in producing
policy would be more plainly recognized and enhanced, but that
could crowd policymakers in unfamiliar and often uncomfortable
ways. As in innovative classrooms, such measures could improve
understanding, but they would increase debate and division. One
expects that results would improve in the long run, but one knows
that difficulties would increase in the meantime.

Conclusion

Though we have only sketched the outline of a new pedagogy for
policy, it conjures up a cloud of questions. One particularly stands
out: could state and national agencies actually devise and enact such
“educational policies” as we have discussed?

It is not difficult to imagine a policy agenda—we already
have sketched some of it. Policies and programs intended to reform
instructional standards and assessment would have to be greatly
expanded in order to enhance their educative power. Curriculum
reform would have to be redefined and broadened to help teachers
learn ta teach in unfamiliar and demanding ways. New policies and
programs might be required so that higher education institutions
could offer teachers extensive help in such learning. Agencies of
continuing professional education surely would have to be ex-
panded, reoriented, and strengthened. Schools’ organization and
professional culture also would have to change to strongly support
teachers’ learning. That would not be easy, for while policymakers
could relatively easily “restructure” schools to offer teachers more

Conclusion 259

time, autonomy, power, and the like, such things often come 10
little by themselves. As Sarah McCarthey and Penelope Peterson
argue in Chapter Five, when restructuring is unaccompanied by
extensive opportunities for teachers to learn, the results are unim- .
pressive.? And Joan Talbert and Milbrey McLaughlin point out in
Chapter One that professional and institutional cultures are much
more potent influences on teaching than most structural arrange-
ments in education.® Hence policymakers could find themselves
searching for ways to tie change in schools’ organization to changes
in their culture and educational opportunities for teachers.

One way to make that connection would be to make learning
count much more heavily than it now does for teachers. At the
moment university course credits count for advanced degrees, and
often for salaries as well. But those incentives have not produced
many fine courses, nor do they seem to have appreciably advanced
teachers’ knowledge of pedagogy or academic subjects. As things
now stand, serious learning only counts professionally for teachers
if they individually choose to make it count. Many teachers are
eager to learn, but they are most interested in learning about specific
practices that will help them today and tomorrow. They exhibii
much less interest either in learning deeply about academic subjects
or in learning how to dramatically change their teaching. Yet the
current reforms would not take deep root unless teachers were
strongly motivated to learn just such things, and to make then
teaching much more difficult in the process. Policymakers could
decide that they should devise potent incentives for teachers to learn
such things and to continue to learn through many difficulties.?

Were government to undertake such an agenda, educational
policy would greatly expand. State or federal agencies would set
dramatically new and higher standards, devise new curricula, create
new assessments, build vastly greater capacity for teacher education.
and more. As policymaking became more ambitious and complex,
government would grow.

Yet the reform agenda that we sketched would not succeed
unless educational policymaking also was drastically reduced.*® A
clearer focus on ambitious teaching and learning would requiic
that the accumulated clutter of competing and overlapping pio-
grams and policies be cut back and cleaned up. Lacking such ac-
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tion, reforms would only add to conflict and ambiguity in instruc-
tional guidance.® But such cutbacks would require painful merger
or discontinuation of many state and federal initiatives, and of the
administrative units tied to them. If they focused on a smaller and
more coherent agenda of fundamental change, policymakers also
would have to alter many of their present habits—for example,
embrace much longer time horizons for policy development and’
enactment, as well as evaluation. They also would have to abandon
their continuing intervention in schools and the associated shifts of
direction every few years. That would entail new relationships with
local schools in which much stronger guidance for content, stan-
dards, and results was mixed with much broader support and much
less interference in other areas.

This would be a curious combination: dramatic expansion
of government in ceftain respects and equally dramatically contrac-
tion in others. The combination would be difficult in any political
system, but it would be especially troublesome in the United States.
One reason is the power of short-term incentives. Elected officials
crave programs or policies that are identified with their name and
for which they can claim quick credit with constituents. Would
state, local, and federal policymakers willingly renounce the polit-
ical benefits of short-term tinkering with schools? We cannot imag-
ine why, short of a major crisis or an extraordinarily powerful
reform movement. Another source of trouble would be the interest
groups that have grown up around existing policies and programs.
It would be unprecedented for them to give up concrete and imme-
diate political benefits in favor of more abstract and distant reform
schemes. -
Efforts to simultaneously shrink and expand education pol-
icy also would require extensive coordination among governments
within America’s fragmented political system. Only a few federal
agencies are concerned with schools, and there are fifty state govern-
ments—a modest number as U.S. politics goes. But each of those
governments is divided into executive and legislative branches,
which have deeply different responsibilities for education and
whose incumbents regularly differ about educational policy. The
work of both branches also is subject to review by state and federal
judiciaries, which have been increasingly active in education and

Conclusion 261

quite willing to overturn the decisions of legislators and governors.
There also are more than fifteen thousand autonomous local school
governments, and an even larger number of county and municipal
governments whose actions bear on local schools through finance
and other means. If the reforms sketched above were national or
regional in scope, they would require unprecedented coordination
among many of these governments. Hundreds or thousands of
school agencies at all levels would have to agree on new educational
purposes and on new instructional guidance arrangements to
achieve those purposes. They also would have to acquiesce in
roughly identical reductions of their authority in order to clean up
the existing clutter of programs and policies. Yet those same bat-
talions of governments would have to accept an extraordinary ex-
pansion in the power both of the state or federal agencies that would
guide instruction and of the local schools that would enact a new
education. We can imagine such unprecedented intergovernmental
coordination, but not without also imagining some extraordinary
educational crisis or powerful movement for reform that would
compel action.

Political fragmentation would pose one additional problem.
A more educational approach to educational policy would require
close connections between policy and practice, but the design of
American government frustrates such connections. For example,
devising and enacting the curricula of framework reform that we
sketched earlier would entail close and sustained work among state
or federal policymakers, publishers, university faculty, school-
teachers, and administrators, among others. Lacking such collabo-
ration, educators would have few opportunities to learn from new
instructional frameworks, and developers and policymakers could
not learn from educators’ efforts to use the frameworks. Yet making
and sustaining such connections would be very difficult, for Amer-
ican government was designed to frustrate such things. Authority
in education was divided among state, local, and federal govern-
ments in an elaborate federal system, and it was divided within

~ governments by the separation of powers. These divisions were spe-

cifically calculated to limit the powers of each branch of govern-
ment and to inhibit coordinated action across governments. They
gained force from the country’s great size and diversity. Close rela-
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tions between policy and practice are difficult to sustain even in
much smaller and more coherent systems, but the vast sprawl of
internally divided and jurisdictionally distinct state, federal, and
local governments has made them nearly impossible to arrange in
America.*? Great gulfs separate state and national policymaking
from classroom practice in the United States,*® and building the
infrastructure to span those gulfs would not be easy. )

The reforms that we have been discussing would require a
paradoxical mixture of political activism and restraint. Govern-
ment officials would have to make the sort of extraordinary invest-
ments in their spheres that adventurous teaching requires from
teachers and students. These would include a great expansion of
government action and associated outlays of energy, time, money,
and effort, but they also would include much less government ac-
tion in many areas of education, an entirely different way of relating
to those who enact policy, and much longer political and educa-
tional time horizons. Those who made and managed policy would
work harder, face much greater uncertainty, and take many more
risks, in return for many fewer short-term political rewards.

One could therefore conclude that the generally weak peda-
gogies of policy described in Chapter Seven make sense. The frag-
mented structure of U.S. government and our old diffidence about
intellectually demanding education may mean that policymakers
should ignore proposals for intellectually more demanding educa-
tion and for a more educational approach to educational policy.
There is, after all, a relatively good fit between recent emphasis on
“basics” and traditional pedagogy. There also is a good fit between
basics and what the adult population knows about academic work
and believes about school. But there is a great difference between
traditional pedagogy and the recent reform proposals. Conversely,
there is a great gulf between reformers’ conceptions of knowledge
and instruction and what most adult Americans know and believe
about school. The recent reforms would provoke terrific tensions
with inherited knowledge and beliefs, and they would demand ex-
traordinary change and learning from most American grown-ups.
There are a few signs of a few of these changes, but only a few.*
We wonder if American governments are well suited to lead the
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struggle for reform, given the great changes that would be required
and the political tensions that would have to be endured.

To share this doubt is not to think that reform is lost. One
may only conclude that American governments are presently an
unsuitable vehicle for fundamental change in teaching and learn-
ing. If so, reformers would need to invent ways to improve instruc-
tion in state-sponsored schools without requiring state agencies to
bear the chief burden of change. For example, reformers could
create nongovernmental agencies with broad charters to improve
public education by various ‘‘systemic” approaches to reform. The
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards is one current
case in point, though its charter is restricted to teacher certification.
Agencies of this sort could develop the linked instructional frame-
works, curricula, and examination systems that many reformers
now advocate. The New Standards Project presently has something
of that sort under way in several states. Such agencies also could
devise and implement the sort of curricula for reform that we
sketched above, to create opportunities for teachers to learn in and
around the development processes, something that no agency ap-
pears to be doing on a large scale. The same agencies could organize
field trials that would enable systematic learning from the endeavor
and consequent revision and redevelopment.

Nongovernmental agencies of this sort would of course have
to work closely with some state and local school systems, or with
networks dedicated to local school improvement, or with consortia
of individual schools. But they would do that work while keeping
sponsorship and development of new approaches to instruction at
a healthy distance from government. Given the weak pedagogical
record of education governments, building the capacities for in-
structional change might better be undertaken by agencies that
stand outside the official policy apparatus. Whatever their enthu-
siasm today, precedent suggests that policymakers would be likely
to corrupt and distract ambitious instructional reforms tomorrow,
rather than support and sustain them. If schooling did change.
government might adopt the new system, but in the charged atmo-
sphere of U.S. politics even that could be troublesome. The devel-
opment work also would have to be scheduled so that it made room
for the extraordinary learning that successful enactment would en-
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tail. Patience and persistence are not virtues of domestic politics in
the United States, and they have been especially unfamiliar in edu-
cation. Keeping the development work largely outside public polit-
ical management might protect it from the fickleness of American
politics well enough for a new system of instruction to mature. But
that would require large infusions of private funds and great man-
agerial tact and skill. It also would be unlikely to succeed without
at least modest support from state and federal governments and
enthusiastic participation by many schools and school systems.

Nongovernmental agencies would not eliminate the prob-
lems of public sponsorship. They would only permit reformers to
struggle with those problems from a different and possibly im-
proved vantage point. And even if reformers did well on that score,
everything else would remain. The stuff of reform itself would have
to be developed—new instructional frameworks, curricula, and ex-
amination systems and the links among them. It also would remain
to revise schools, teaching, and the incentives that surround school-
ing, so that much more ambitious approaches to instruction made
sense for those working in and around schools. And it would re-
main to create a new pedagogy of reform, so that teachers and others
had ample opportunities to learn, in and around the processes of
development and change. Whatever their sponsorship, new pedago-
gies are unlikely to mature in classrooms unless they also ripen in
reform itself.

Notes

1. Cohen, 1989; Cohen & Grant, in press; and Cuban, 1984.

2. Elmore & McLaughlin (1988) frame the problem of changing
teacher practice as one of teachers’ willingness to learn and
their opportunities to learn.

3. Chapters Two, Three, and Four of this book.

4. Duffy & Roehler, 1986; Lampert, 1988a; Newmann, 1988;
Si_zer, 1984; and Scardamalia, Bereiter, & Steinbach, 1984.
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6. Lampert, 1986.

7. One additional reason that we are unsure about reformers’
ideas is that they are imprecise about the sorts of teaching they
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11.

12.
13.

wish to promote. Everyone argues for intellectually demand-
ing teaching, but agreement often ends there. Some advocate
a constructivist approach to knowledge, while others seem to
hold more traditional conceptions of knowledge. Some re-
formers point approvingly to innovative teachers who encour-
age rich discourse in classrooms, while others admire
instruction in nonpublic schools, where most teaching seems
to be quite traditional and didactic. For relevant discussions
of teaching in nonpublic schools see Powell, Farrar, & Cohen
(1985) and Bryk & Lee (in press).

Braybrooke & Lindblom, 1963; and Simon, 1976.

Lampert, 1988b; Duffy & Roehler, 1986; Newmann, 1988; Cu-
ban, 1984; Cohen, 1988; Cohen, unpublished manuscripts,
March 1992.

For instance, mathematics is a leading area in the current
reforms, but most elementary school teachers have a very mod-
est understanding of this subject (Post, Behr, Harel, Lesh, &
Taylor, 1988; Thompson, 1984). Teachers would need to learn
a great deal more mathematics and they would have to shed
the idea that mathematical knowledge is fixed and given,
handed down by authorities in books and other sacred
locations. :

Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Guthrie, 1990; Kuhn, 1962; Lakatos &
Musgrave, 1970; Markus & Zajonc, 1985; and Nisbett & Ross,
1980. Teachers’ difficulties would not stem only from the in-
tellectual problems of changing well-established ideas and
practices. Teachers’ efforts to become active inquirers often
disturbs their personal and professional lives, as several of the
earlier chapters note.

Chapters Two and Three of this book.

Chapters Two, Three, and Four of this book. The combina-
tion of support and criticism here parallels the classroom cul-
ture that adventurous teachers try to create with their students.
The theme is explored in the earlier chapters just cited, wherc
the authors describe the difficulties they encounter in trying
to create a context in which students are encouraged to learn
but in which they also will risk trying new ideas and com-
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menting thoughtfully on each other’s ideas. Peter Elbow
(1986) writes about this challenge.

Teachers additionally would benefit if they were protected
from many of the program mandates that pervade state and
federal school policy, for they often produce a compliance
orientation that runs counter to the approach to instruction
that teachers would be trying to learn. J
There are many reasons for resistance. One is structural: The
undergraduate curriculum has steadily grown as new subjects
or subfields were created and old ones grew. Undergraduate
requirements also have grown apace, and there is less room to
add courses. Many undergraduate majors therefor are now
precariously close to an undeclared five-year term. Another
reason for resistance is governmental: The education curricu-
lum has grown more packed as state governments have added
requirements in reading, mathematics, special education, and
other areas. Still another reason is simple self-interest: Most
arts and sciences departments are unwilling to give up their
academic dominion over intending secondary teachers’ course-
work, and most education departments are unwilling to cede
dominion over intending elementary teachers’ coursework.
Another reason still is attitudinal: Most faculty members and
administrators in arts and sciences departments hold educa-
tionists in low regard and prefer not to be associated with their
endeavors, while most educationists are defensive about their
low standing in academia and avoid contact with those resi-
dent on the main line. A final reason for resistance is intellec-
tual: Few educationists are deeply knowledgeable about arts
and sciences disciplines, and few members of arts and sciences
departments are deeply knowledgeable about pedagogy and
learning. Hence few members of either group are well situated
to thoughtfully discuss the issues that serious curriculum re-
vision would entail.

Boyer, 1983; Cohen, 1988; Cuban, 1984; McKeachie, Pintrich,
Lin, & Smith, 1986.

The academic quality of education schools and departments
has greatly improved in the last three decades, but the improve-
ments all have been in imitation of conventional mainline aca-
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demic values. Education schools and departments have 1¢
cruited more faculty members who are active researchers and
who publish in academic journals. Moreover they have addcd
faculty in the more academically respectable subfields of edu-
cational psychology, sociology, politics, and the like and have
deemphasized practical work in teaching, teacher supervision.
and studies of learning in classrooms. Hence these improve-
ments did not increase, and in many cases actually reduced, the
capacity of education schools and departments either to unde:-
take thoughtful research on teaching or to offer intellectually
and professionally substantial teacher education.

There are some counterexamples of well-designed educational
activities. One is teacher work and discussion groups that aic
organized around deepening knowledge and improving prac-
tice in specific areas of the curriculum. The Bay Area Writing
Project is one case in point. But we know of few examples in
which schools have devised and supported such endeavors.
Johnson, 1990; Little, 1982.

Elmore & McLaughlin deal very thoughtfully with some ol
these issues. And Milbrey McLaughlin’s studies of change i1
classroom organization found that change in practice occurted
when teachers were actively involved in policy development
and implementation—that is, in creating materials, solving
problems, and interacting with one another as well as with
curriculum specialists and other outside consultants around
policy issues (McLaughlin, 1978). From this and other :c
counts of teacher collaboration in reform she concluded that
success in changing practice may require an ongoing process
of “mutual adaptation” (p. 340) in which teachers are treatcd
as developers of new practices and allowed, over time, to adap
policy goals to the concrete setting of their classrooms. Here
again there are some parallels between uncommon cases ol
policy enactment and the pedagogy of policy that we discuss.
In all of these examples we sketch one possible version of
learning community that embraces a variety of associated
tivities: collaborative projects, frequent personal exchanges.
and connections to other professional communities. Som:
readers will recognize John Dewey’s notion of the continuum
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In such educational activities, he argued, accepted distinctions
dissolve, and seemingly distinct elements become part of the
same practical process: the subject matter and the method of
instruction, the policy and its enactment, knowing and doing.
The processes themselves might be considered both as means
and important goals of education reform. In these cases the
means and ends would continually be reinvented (see Deborah
Ball’s comment on p. 244 about interaction and sense of com-
munity in her classroom as “both means and goal.”’) For a
brief discussion of the education change process viewed as
both means and goal see Sarason (1982).

Education officials in California, Vermont, and several other
states recently did something of this sort as they revised assess-
ments and content standards. For example, California state
officials have involved some teachers in redesign of the CAP,
and teachers there also have been represented on various bod-
ies that have designed reform policies. But with a few excep-
tions state officials have involved only a few dozen teachers on
statewide oversight committees. None of the committees have
developed an extensive instructional agenda for other teachers,
nor have they involved many teachers. In contrast, the New
Standards Project has proposed an examination system that
would incoporate many of the education elements discussed
here, though the scale and depth of such education-from-
reform remains to be seen. :

These difficulties recently have impeded assessment and cur-
riculum redesign in Vermont.

A curriculum of this sort could be offered in print, but it
would be much better in a combination of videotape and text.
It would be even more powerful in an interactive computer-
video environment, especially if teachers also had the capacity
for network consultation with each other and more accom-
plished colleagues.

Our discussion reveals that not only teaching but many prac-
tices that bear on schools would have to change. For example,
during most of this century politicians and businessmen ig-
nored public schools or supported only minimum programs
for most students. And most leaders in education long have
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been inclined to the view that most students needed basic and
practical education, rather than more high-flown and
demanding stuff. These tendencies were entirely representa-
tive. Though the American people have been enthusiasts for
schooling, few have been keen on intellectually ambitious ed-
ucation. This is as true for parents as it is for political and
business leaders, which suggests a large task for adult educa-
tion and political persuasion. Dramatic changes in educa-
tional processes and content within schools would require
changes in the expectations that parents and politicians have
held for schools and students, and in a divided society like that
of the United States, in which schools are locally controlled,
efforts to make such changes could generate terrific conflict.
On that point see the essay by Wildavsky & Majone (1979).
For further discussion on the topic of discourse communities,
see McCarthy and Peterson (Chapter Five of this book).
Chapter Six of this book.

There is no plainly best way to rearrange American education
so that most teachers and other educators have strong incen-
tives to tackle the difficult sorts of learning sketched above.
One possible approach arises from school systems in Europe
and Asia. In some of those nations teachers’ promotion and
other aspects of professional advancement are tied to assess-
ments of their teaching performance by inspectors who con-
duct extended classroom observations and interviews. The
inspectors are themselves experienced teachers who were
judged good enough (by other inspectors) to advance to the
inspectorate. If some sort of a U.S. inspectorate were estab-
lished, if successful performance in the classroom were defined
as recent reformers have proposed, and if inspectors were both
knowledgeable judges and helpful instructors, teachers might
have sound professional reasons to want to learn to teach dif-
ferently. If so, they would have a useful resource in learning—
the inspectorate would be a perambulating archive of crafi
knowledge whose assignment would be to help teachers learn.
Under such an arrangement it would be in teachers’ profes-
sional self-interest to draw on that archive to improve them-
selves and then to validate the improvement. The link between
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good teaching and professional advancement would be one
potent incentive to learn, and hence an engine of reform. But
one problem with such an approach would be its cost, and
another would be the difficulty of establishing a suitable large
and expert inspectorate. Still another would be the tendency

of such an arrangement to preserve any given pedagogical

q
status quo.

Another approach, more American in flavor, would be
to test teachers’ knowledge and to tie money rewards and pen-
alties to the results. One version of such tests exists today—the
National Teachers Examination, a standardized test published
by the Educational Testing Service. One advantage of .this
approach is its relatively modest cost and ease of operation.
But one objection is that such tests would dramatically con-
strain what could be learned about teachers’ knowledge. An
alternative would be to condition entry to teaching and ad-
vancement within it on teacher performance on complex writ-
ten and perhaps oral examinations. The difference would be
both in the performance criterion—exams versus tests—and in
the incentives—professional advancement rather than money.
The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards cur-
rently is developing the latter approach.

One discussion of the rationale for such cutbacks is offered by
Smith & O’Day (1991).

Cohen & Spillane (1992) report one premise underlying this
sort of policy agenda is that guidance for instruction in U.S.
education is weak, inconsistent, and diffuse. Many private and
public agencies issue advice concerning instructional pur-
poses, content, and methods for teachers and students, but few
take account of each other’s advice. Hence much of the guid-
ance is unrelated, divergent, or contradictory. Guidance for
ins;ruction also has been largely decoupled from government.
While public agencies have extensive authority to guide in-
struction, historically they delegated much of it to private
firms or local schools. The influence of U.S. school govern-
ments therefore pales when compared to central or provincial
agencies elsewhere. The result is paradoxical: public and pri-
vate agencies here prolifically produce guidance, more than in
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societies with much more potent advice for instruction, but i
does not press instruction in any consistent direction. When
guidance is inconsistent and diffuse, no single test, curricu-
lum, policy, or program is likely to have a broad or marked
effect. Many teachers and students are aware of different sorts
of advice, but few are keenly aware of most of it. Many know
that most guidance is either weakly supported or contradicted
by other advice, and that much can safely be ignored. The din
of diverse, often inconsistent, and generally weak guidance
opens considerable latitude to those who work within it.
Another premise for the policy agenda sketched above
is that guidance for instruction might have to be greatly
strengthened if teaching is to dramatically improve. In this
connection, many reformers recently have embraced proposals
for “systemic” change—that is, a linked set of reforms in cur-
riculum, teaching, standards, assessment, and teacher educa-
tion, all aimed at promoting intellectually demanding in-
struction (see Smith & O‘Day, 1991). Some advocates of this
approach argue that close alignment among assessment, cur-
riculum frameworks, and texts and other materials would
make it clear to teachers and students what they needed to
teach and learn. Advocates also contend that such a system
would offer many salient opportunities for educators to learn.
For instance, grading students’ work on systemwide examina-
tions could be an extraordinary educational opportunity for
teachers and administrators, if it were properly organized.
That would require the selection of useful papers for discus-
sion, finding adequate time to discuss them, and representing
a range of useful perspectives in the discussions, including, for
example, university subject matter specialists. Such exam
grading also could provide many useful opportunities to con-
sider the links between examinations and curricula, and thus
to revise exams and curricula.
Cohen & Spillane (1992). Teaching is uncertain anywhere and
difficult to influence in any system. It also is a rather differem
sort of work than administration or policymaking, entailing
different sorts of knowledge and skills. All this is true in any
system. But in some systems inspection and promotion ar-
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rangements mean that no one winds up in administrative or
ministry posts unless they have been experienced teachers who
were judged to be of high quality. That tends to link policy
and administration with practice. But in the United States
those links are entirely absent. What professionals need to

succeed as policymakers or administrators depends not at all
. i o e L]
on their performance as classroom practitioners. That greatly

attenuates connections between the two worlds.

33. Firestone, 1989.

34. Smith, O’Day, & Cohen (1990) report that the American public
and many national leaders have changed their attitudes about
education considerably in the last twenty years. In 1971 the
U.S. Congress asserted, ‘“No provision of any applicable pro-
gram shall be construed to authorize any department, agency,
officer, or employee of the United States to exercise any direc-
tion, supervision, or control over the curriculum . . . of any
educational institution” (p. 10). This belief in the local con-
trol of curriculum and instruction was consistent with the
beliefs of most Americans. But by 1989, public opinion about
curriculum was shifting toward support of a national curric-
ulum, national standards, and a testing program to measure
progress. A Gallup poll conducted that year showed 70 percent
of Americans were in favor of national achievement standards
and goals, 69 percent were in favor of a standardized national
curriculum, and 77 percent were in favor of a national testing
program.
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