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CHAPTER FOUR

Standards-Based School Reform:
Policy, Practice, and Performance

David K. Cohen

THE YEARS between 1980 and 1994 saw a remarkable realignment in
American education. During the 1980s, a conservative president vowed to
abolish the federal Department of Education and turn schooling back to
states and localities. But the Department of Education persisted, and Ron-
ald Reagan’s administration exerted an impressive nationalizing influence
on public education. It helped to mobilize powerful national pressures for
better academic performance, stiffer standards, and even national tests. In
the 1980s conservatives began to push public education toward some sort
of national and perhaps even federal system. Some even attacked local con-
trol of schools as a dangerously outmoded idea.

The same years also saw dramatic changes in ideas about the purposes -
and content of schooling. In the mid-1970s and early 1980s, school im-

~ provement had focused on the “basics.”’ By the end of Reagan’s first term,

however, researchers, school reformers, and advocates from business had
begun to argue for more intellectually ambitious instruction. They con-
tended that teaching and learning should be more deeply rooted in the dis-
ciplines and much more demanding. Teachers should help students to un-
derstand mathematical concepts, to interpret serious literature, to write
creatively about their ideas and experiences, and to converse thoughtfully
about history and social science. Reformers also began to argue that

This chapter has profited from the comments of several conference participants and
from the persistent attention of Helen Ladd. I also owe James P. Spillane many thanks for
his close reading of an earlier draft and many helpful suggestions.

1. In the 1970s and early 1980s, in response to worries about relaxed standards and
weak performance by disadvantaged students, states and the federal government pressed
basic skills instruction on schools, supporting the idea with technical assistance and enforcing
it with standardized ““minimum competency” tests. Those tests were America’s first postwar
brush with performance-oriented schooling.
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schools and school systems should orient their work to the results that stu-
dents achieve rather than to the resources that schools receive.

No less remarkable, reformers proposed fundamental changes in poli-
tics and policy to achieve these goals. Beginning with California, state edu-
carion agencies began to exercise more central authority for instruction by
devising and implementing intellectually ambitious curriculums and as-
sessments. By Bill Clinton’s inauguration, reform efforts that envisioned
some version of coordinated change in instructional frameworks, curricu-
lum, and assessment were under way in several dozen states. Reformers
came to call this combination “systemic reform,” and it entailed several
key ideas: that instruction should be intellectually much more ambitious;
that those ambitions should hold for all students; and that learning and
teaching should be pressed in that direction by a coordinated set of instruc-
tional guidance mechanisms, including means to hold schools accountable
for students’ performance.? That vision of reform was given a central place
in federal education policy in 1994 with the passage of Goals 2000 and
the reauthorization of title 1. :

Systemic reform rested on several key assumptions. First, reformers as-
sumed or hoped that if state and federal education agencies set ambitious
goals and created new instructional frameworks, curriculum, and assess-
ments, then professionals would get the message and instruction would
become more demanding and coherent. Reformers conceded that teachers
would need help to learn, and most argued that schools should be made
accountable for students’ performance as measured in the new assess-
ments.? But no state envisioned teacher education as the engine of reform.
In most cases, the central focus was reserved for some combination of stan-
dards, curriculum, and assessments.

A second key assumption was that intellectually ambitious instruction
was a reasonable enough goal for American public schools that reformers
could propose attainment in a relatively short time—perhaps by the year
2000 or soon thereafter. That seemed quite astonishing, given the nation’s
long history of devotion to basic skills and relatively low-grade intellectual
ambitions for most students. A third assumption was no less remarkable:
thart state and federal agencies could carry the burden of standards-based

2, O'Day and Smith (1993).

3. Most state and federal reformers seemed to accept some version of this idea. Various
mechanisms to enhance accountability were included in the reforms, but they seem to play
a central role only in Kentucky. The notion of accountability also is prominent in title 1
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and Goals 2000, though not tightly defined.

reform. This implied that they could quickly mobilize the capabilities to
write and promulgate standards, devise instructional frameworks, com-
pose assessments, and thus change teaching and learning. A fourth 1dea
was that systemic reform would reduce inequality in educational achieve-
ment if disadvantaged students were held to the same high standards a>
everybody else and if schools could be made to improve education acros»
the board.

Systemic reform, therefore, is broader than performance reward
schemes, which focus on a single mechanism for change—incentives for
improved student performance. Systemic reform embraces a linked set ot

~ mechanisms in instructional guidance that includes such incentives bur

reaches far beyond them. But both approaches involve a fundamental reo-
rientation of public education toward results produced, rather than re-
sources allocated, and toward somehow holding schools accountable for
students’ achievement.

Systemic reform is nothing if not ambitious. The present system of edu-
cation is marked by weak and inconsistent standards, incoherent guidance
for instruction, little consensus about goals, and great inequality in educa-
tional achievement. Systemic reformers envision the rapid creation of 4
system marked by strong and consistent standards, coherent guidance for
instruction, strong consensus about goals, and much greater equality in
educational achievement. That stark contrast frames the central issue in
this chapter: will systemic reform succeed in fundamentally revising publi.
schools, or will public education impose fundamental changes on systemi.
reform? My answers to this question are not conclusive, since the reforn:
movement is young and much of the evidence is not yet in.* Buta good ded:

4. One main basis for my report is a continuing study of how intellectually ambitiou
state instructional policies develop and are enacted by state and local educators and teacher-
a study conducted in more than a dozen districts in Michigan, California, and Sow?
Carolina. The districts range from large to small and from highly urban to semirural. The
include several cities—one very large and several others of medium size—and two faml
conventional suburbs. All of the districts include schools in which there are an appreciabl
number of disadvantaged children, and more than half are heavily attended by such childre:
The research team of which 1 am a part has observed and interviewed in second and tn
grades, and in most cases we followed teachers' work for three to five years.

1 am indebted to my colleagues in that study, including Deborah Lowenberg Bali, Car.
Barnes, Jennifer Borman, James Bowker, Daniel Chazan, Pamela Geist, 5. G. Grant, Rur
Heaton, Nancy Jennings, Nancy Knapp, Susan Luks, Steve Mattson, Penelope Peterso:
Sue Poppink, Richard Prawat, Jeremy Price, Ralph Putnam, Janine Remillard, Peggy Rirte:
house, Angela Shojgreen-Downer, James Spillane, Sarah Theule-Lubienski, Karl Wheatlc
and Suzanne Wilson. The study has been supported in part by Michigan State Universu
and by grants to Michigan State University and the University of Michigan from the P’
Charitable Trust (Grant No. 91-04343-000), the Carnegie Corporation of New Y



ot evidence has been collected, and I consider it in four areas: guidance for

mstruction, teaching practice, accountability and the political context. and
contlicting goals. ’

Guidance for Instruction

§)'sten1if reformers seek more coherent and powerful state guidance for
instruction, but power and authority have been extraordinarily dispersed
in the U.S. education system. The school “system” is in some critical re-
Sp.C\:IS a nonsystem, a congeries of more than 100,000 schools situated in
15,000 independent local governments, 50 state governments and hun-
dreds of intermediate and special district governments in between, as well
as several federal agencies and countless private organizations. It is’reason-
able to wonder if proposals for high standards and instructional guidance
could have a coherent effect on practice in such an incoherent system.
Although systemic reform has had significant effects, it does not seem
to have made guidance for instruction more coherent. At the federal level
certain reforms made impressive progress between the mid-1980s anci
1994, Chaprer 1 (now title 1) was reauthorized in 1988, and it encouraged
state and local programs to adopt intellectually more ambitious instruc-
tional goals for disadvantaged children. The governors met with President
Bush at Charlottesville at roughly the same time and agreed on national
education g,oals—-an unprecedented idea. But after several years of parti-
san scrapping, congressional Democrats rejected President Bush’s pro-
posal, titled America 2000. Only in 1994, after Bill Clinton was elected
pre?idem, was the Democratic version passed into law as Goals 2000.

. From one vantage point, Goals 2000 seemed a giant step. Title 2 of the
bill created a federal certification agency, the National Education Stan-
dards and Improvement Council (NESIC), for national content and perfor-
mance standards, and title 3 created a program of grants to state education
agencies to support the development of state instructional goals, state con-
tent and performance standards, and state and local plans to meet those

Geant No. 55638), the National Science Foundation (Grant No. ESI-9153834), and the
L .msu.nium tor Policy Research in Education (CPRE), which is funded by a gr;nt from
e ll.s.. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement {Grant
No. OERI-G-008690011). I am indebted to the granting agencies for their assistance, but

the ideas qprcsscd here are mine, and are not necessarily shared by the grantors or my
culleagues in the research.

standards. These steps would have been politically unimaginable just a few
years earlier. But politics had not changed much at all in other respects,
for Goals 2000 deferred broadly to states: NESIC was voluntary, and
states could get their title 3 grants without meeting many requirements re-
lated to Goals 2000. _

Title 1 was reauthorized again shortly after Goals 2000 became law,
and this time it pushed much further toward systemic reform. It required
state title 1 programs to set high instructional goals for students, to devise
or adopt intellectually ambitious content and performance standards, and
to create local programs that would push all students to high standards
and hold schools accountable for the results. Title 1is a roughly $7 billion
annual formula-grant program that operates in all states and more than
90 percent of all local districts, and it offers monies that states and localities
want for the education of disadvantaged students. Reformers expected
that state and local desire for title 1 funds would lead them in the direction
of Goals 2000.°

Varied Reforms in the States

Title 1 and Goals 2000 may mark the beginning of a fundamental shift

in the federal role in schooling. But that will depend partly on what hap-
pens in the states, which so far has been a very mixed story. The state ver-
sions of these reforms made progress between the mid-1980s and 1994, as
guidance for instruction moved in the direction of reform. For instance,
California produced a series of ambitious new instructional frameworks
in the core academic subjects between 1985 and 1994 and made large
changes in the content and format of the state assessment program. Ver-
mont made similarly impressive changes in assessment and other guidance
for instruction, though educators there have relied on much more extensive
professional involvement than did those in California. Kentucky drasti-
cally overhauled its entire school system in response to a court order, in-
stalling new systems of assessment, accountability, and professional devel-
opment. Many other states have moved in the same direction—South
Carolina, Arizona, New York, Connecticut, and Delaware among them—

though with varying strategies and speeds. :

In fact, differences among these states are as noteworthy as the similari-
ties. For instance, Michigan—which for most of its history had a very de-

§. See Education Funding Research Council {1995).



-entralized school system—moved toward more central guidance, but it
Jid so in a much more piecemeal fashion than California, Kentucky, or
Vermont, with few signs of the guiding vision of reform that could be found
in those three states. Michigan revised its guidance for reading quite dra-
matically in the mid-1980s and a few years later revised the state reading
tests, almost as an afterthought. Revisions in mathematics and science
purdance and assessiments followed several years later, but at roughly the
same time the legislature initiated a core curriculum measure (Public
Act 25) that required local districts to devise their own approaches to core
subjects. Shortly thereafter, and for different reasons, the governor and
legislature overhauled the state school finance system, which reduced local
property taxes and increased the state’s role in school finance. Thus Michi-
gan moved toward reform in a distinctly disjointed manner.$

South Carolina, by contrast, seemed to move quickly from a well-estab-
lished and highly centralized 1980s state program that pressed schools to
teach facts and skills and rewarded them for test score gains, to a program
in the early 1990s that focused on intellectually much more ambitious in-
struction within a more decentralized state structure. But the new system
of frameworks and assessments is still incomplete, and important elements
of the previous system remain on the books. The state did not dismantle
its previous system of rewards for performance on statewide standardized
tests, and at the moment it is unclear what sorts of performance will be
rewarded.’

California differed from both Michigan and South Carolina. The state
took an aggressive approach to developing new state guidance, and it sus-
tained the clearest vision of intellectually ambitious instruction for the lon-
gest time—between 1985 and 1994. But the state education agency also
changed its strategy and tactics for implementing that guidance several
times. In mathematics it initially published a brief new framework in 1985
that offered innovative but very broad guidance. In 1992 the state authori-
ties published a new framework that offered much more detailed and
somewhat different guidance. In the mid-1980s state education leaders
seemed to place most of their bets on changing textbooks through the state
adoption system, but when that produced only modest changes, they pro-
moted the development of alternative curriculum materials, an approach
that seems to have done more to make dramatically revised curriculum

6. Cohen and others (forthcoming, chap. 7).
7. This report is based on several papers by members of the study mentioned in note 4
above, including Jennings, Spillane, and Borman (1995); Jennings and Spillane (1995).

ok e i g

available. Next, state officials gave much more emphasis to revising the
state testing program, partly with the aim of increasing accountability: of-
ficials argued that once the assessments were changed and the results pub-
lished, the low scores on more ambitious tests would *“drive” school pro-
fessionals ro improve instruction. But that sort of accountability could
work only if teachers noticed the results and decided to change, or if par-
ents noticed and encouraged teachers to change, and, in either case, if
teachers had the wherewithal to learn how to change.®

State guidance for instruction in systemic reform thus varies consider-
ably. States differ in the comprehensiveness, speed, approach and depth of
their reforms, and they have rather different histories. Systemic reform has
brought a broad drift toward intellectually more ambitious instruction at

the state level, but thus far it has not brought more coherence to state guid-
ance for instruction.

Local Responses to Reform

These points gain force from consideration of the local responses to sys-
temic reform. The guidance for instruction that local central offices offer
to schools has begun to shift in the direction of reform, but that shift has
so far not been accompanied by greater local coherence in guidance for
instruction, for districts’ responses differ significantly within states, and
schools’ responses differ significantly within districts. Our research team
observed these patterns in Michigan, California and South Carolina: a few
districts aggressively tried to capitalize on the state reforms for their own
reasons, a small fraction were indifferent, and most responded in piece-
meal and modest fashion.

James Spillane has shown that change was fragmentary within districts.’
Many local central offices sent mixed signals, since their offices included
both reformers and traditionalists. Since many subunits in central offices
have quite different missions, they tend to make use of higher-level policies
in ways that fit with those missions. For instance, professional develop-
ment administrators in one city school district saw the state reforms as just
one of many possible sources of demand for their services and thus gave
them a modest priority. But the district reading coordinator focused on the

3. Despire some ingenious efforts 1nd 1 300d deal of arganizing, California educinon
207D Dal & DAL ML SHRATT Ti he Imelems 10 SLalgs TG Wil s Sesl oo
field notes from the study mennoped 1n ke 4 abore.

9. This account is drawn from Spillane (1993). See also Spillane (1996a).



extraordinary need for professional development if the reading reforms
were to succeed. She tried to get local help with that task, but the central
office curriculum leaders resisted the state reforms and refused fiscal sup-
port for her work because they believed that most students needed basic
skills instruction. At the same time, administrators in the district’s chapter
1 office took the state policy as an opportunity to change chapter 1 instruc-
tion significantly, including the initiation of a significant professional de-
velopment effort for chapter 1 teachers and aides. Thus four subunits in
the same central office—which incidentally had recently settled on a single
mission statement—broadcast quite different messages about the new
state policy to schools and teachers.!

That story was repeated with local variations in all three states. Scholars
habitually write as though school districts are unitary and internally ho-
mogenous organizations, but they are not.!" Administrators work in sub-
units that specialize in prior policies like title 1, bilingual education, or
special education, or that reflect professional subspecialities like the read-
ing curriculum, secondary education, or vocational education, or that re-
tlect functional distinctions like budget, evaluation, or professional devel-
opment. Organizational context does not determine everything, but it does
shape perceptions and judgment. An internally fragmented local organiza-
tion means that when state agencies send one message, the local office re-
ceives it in many different ways."

Another final source of variation is differences among school principals
within districts: some embrace reforms and use them as an opportunity to
try to change instruction; others maintain their attachment to traditional
classroom methods; and still others are neutral. Only one of the school
systems that we studied made anything that might approach a serious and
sustained effort to shape principals’ decisions about instruction.

Reasons for Variability

The very reforms that seek more coherence in instructional policy thus
have helped tocreate more variety and less coherence. While there has been
a broad movement toward intellectually more ambitious instruction, there
also has been great variability within that movement. Looking across

10. See Spillane (1993).

11. Spillane (1996b).

12, For a general account of these organizational patterns in American education, see
Cohen (1982); Cohen and Spillane (1992); and Spillane (1993).

districts, one used to see a fairly homogenous embrace of basic skills. Now,
some districts employ ““literature-based”” curriculums in reading and
“hands-on” approaches to mathematics while others retain more conser-
vative approaches. One also can see significant differences within districes.
Some districts, central subunits, and schools are working in much more
ambitious ways than they did five years ago, many more have changed
somewhat, many have changed only a little, and some not at all. Quite a
few are displaying all of these reactions at once.

So far, then, the growth of state instructional policy has not constrained
local instructional policymaking.! The states have used a diverse array of
policy instruments—new instructional standards or frameworks, new cur-
riculum guidance, revised testing programs, and even revamped profes-
sional education—but local educational authorities have continued to act
as though they had undiminished authority to make instructional policy.
Some have rewritten local standards or frameworks, revised professional
education, and changed testing programs; others have continued as before.
Stronger state guidance for instruction has not reduced local instructional
policymaking or weakened local school governance. Local school policy-
making generally is more active and influential now than it was in the late
1960s and early 1970s, despite more active state guidance for instruction.

That pattern of growing activity everywhere owes a good deal to the
fragmented organization of schooling, for it tends to amplify differences
in what educators make of the messages that flow around them." Although
states have all the formal authority in schooling, they usually delegate most
of it to localities, most of which delegate a great deal to individual schools,
which until very recently left many decisions to teachers. Governments also
are divided by the separation of powers: since legislative, executive, and
judicial branches of state and federal governments respond to different in-
centives and operate in different ways, professionals working in them often
see the same issues differently. Local schools embody elements of that divi-
sion, with full-time professional executives struggling to work with the
part-time legislatures known as school boards. Finally, chronic distrust of
government and carefully designed weakness in it has opened a large role
for private-sector organizations to do much of the work that state agencies -
do in Asia and Europe, including such central matters as student assess-
ment, materials development, and text publishing.

13. See Cohen (1982); Fuhrman, Clune, and Elmore (1988); Fuhrman and Elmore
{1990); Spillane (1996a). ’

14. Scott and Meyer {1983); see also Schwille and others (1983).



As retorm ideas became popular and played through this fragmented
structure, they were picked up by an astonishing variety of organizations—
all concerned with schools, but each in its own way. Many organizations
responded by offering their own programs for systemic reform, their own
ideas about standards, goals, and curriculum, and their own views of how
10 achieve greater coherence. The result was a veritable deluge of critiques,
reform ideas, proposals, and materials.”* Although much of it tended in
the same very broad direction of higher standards and greater coherence,
the aggregate was a blizzard of different and often conflicting ideas. The
result resembled the disease as much as the cure.!

A second explanation for more varied guidance for instruction is that
state reform proposals often point in several different directions at once,
because they embody divergent political tendencies. For example, South
Carolina's recent systemic reforms prominently featured an effort by the
state education agency to strengthen and streamline state guidance for in-
struction, yet at the same time the state legislature adopted a scheme 1o
decentralize state government and increase individual schools’ influence
and involvement."” It also sought to bypass district central offices, channel
some state funds directly to schools, and make the decisionmaking
process at each unit of government more participatory by involving repre-
sentatives of various interest groups in governing the schools. This reform
package moved in several directions at once. If the decentralize-and-
enhance-school-influence elements of the reforms were to succeed, they
would run counter to the streamline-governance-and-enhance-state influ-
ence elements.

Systemic reform seems likely to carry these contending tendencies into
practice. More school-level power and participation in hope of strengthen-
ing individual schools’ capacity for improvement could be consistent with
streamlining and simplifying governance, if it were balanced by large sub-

15. Although government is one source of the deluge, the private sector has been no
less important. ldeas, materials, services, and proposals flood into local districts from
nongovernmental sources—such as the education professions, university researchers, and
text and test publishers—and the private sector in American education is no more coherent
than government. Many private organizations create and merchandise tests, school texts, and
supplementary materials, all of which typically are unrelated. Some private organizations try
to reduce taxes while others organize to promote changes iri the curriculum, All these and
many other private organizations cluster around the fragmented formal governance structure
ul public education, performing a great variety of essential and peripheral functions while
adding to the complexity of policy, politics, and administration,

16. For a fuller account of this phenomenon, see Cohen and Spillane {1992).
17. See O’'Day and Smith {1993).

tractions from local, state and federal governance and policy." But politi-
cians find it much easier to add than to subtract. Agencies scheduled for
reduction or elimination always have advocates and often do something
useful. Addition without subtraction produces efforts to simplify that also
complicate and efforts to decentralize that also centralize.”

A third source of incoherence in the response to reform has been the
reform ideas themselves. While reformers agree that more demanding stan-
dards are desirable, they hold different views about what such standards
are, how they might be developed and used, and how they might affect
education. For instance, ideas about the way to realize new standards of
performance vary wildly. Many reformers argue for the “alignment” of
assessment, curriculum, and instruction, but some believe that alignment
should be defined and enacted one school at a time, while others contend
thatit should be accomplished for all schools together statewide or district-
wide, by integrating the content and methodology of tests, curriculum
frameworks, and teacher education and texts and requiring professional
compliance.? Still others try to blend the two visions. Such disagreement
extends to nearly all elements of the reform agenda.

That sort of disagreement arises both from the different conceptions of
educational change that are embraced by various advocates of reform and
from the weakly specified reform agenda. Even in mathematics, where the
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) standards are
commonly believed to mark unprecedented agreement about the purposes
and methods of better education, practitioners and policymakers hold
many different ideas about what the standards mean and what they suggest
for practice. One reason for such different ideas is that the NCTM stan-
dards are phrased in general terms. That is no oversight, for the ambitious
and complex instruction that NCTM wants to encourage could not be
closely specified without being transformed into something much less am-

18. O’Day and Smith (1993).

19. One can find parallel instances in almost all state reform efforts. Late in 1993 the
Michigan legislature passed a large package of reform legislation. In certain respexts it
expanded state influence in curriculum and sought to clarify lines of responsibility over
matters of curriculum and instruction. But Public Acts 335 and 339 also reflected a deep
tension between efforts to simplify instructional governance by establishing stronger stare-
level leadership over curriculum and instructional matters and efforts to preserve local
control on these matters. See Thompson, Spillane, and Cohen (1994).

20. The differences are quite sharp. Clune {1993) and Darling-Hammond {1996) both
favor some sort of decentralized reform process. But O'Day and Smuth {1993) advocan
2 much more structured and “systemic™ provess of change thar would have signiicaa:
uniformities, at least within states.



iious and complex.** But general guidance necessarily encourages ambi-
uity and disagreement about what it entails for state and local implemen-
ation and classroom instruction.

Systemic reform thus has begun to change guidance for instruction in
\merican education, nudging it in the direction of more ambitious goals,
igher standards, new assessments, and more substantial curriculums. But
American education has also begun to change systemic reform, turning
roposals for leaner, more focused, and more coherent guidance for in-
truction into a gathering babel of reform ideas and practices. That should
e no surprise, for American government was designed to frustrate exactly
he sort of coordinated action within and among governments that sys-
emic reformers seek. But the consequences are troubling. The growth of
new public and private organizations in education since the 1950s has been
ragmented and diffuse, spawning more agencies and increasing political
and administrative traffic without greatly increasing the capacity for in-
struction.?

One irony in this story is that carefully designed barriers within Ameri-
can government have kept public education agencies weak as they have
grown in the wake of expanding policy.”* Another is that while advocates
ot systemic reform speak of reducing and streamlining government, even
the strongest state and local agencies have only modest capacity in such
zentral areas as curriculum, assessment, and teacher development. The re-
‘ent reforms could not succeed unless state and local governments and pri-

21, There are other consequences of weak specification. For example, the ambitious
1icw NCTM standards assume that adopting teachers and students would need a good deal
it room to devise academic tasks, revise lessons, and improvise responses to each others’
sork; but all that would be attended by much uncertainty. In order to make good use
it the standards teachers also would need much deeper knowledge of mathematics, of
nathemarics teaching, and of students’ mathematics learning than most American teachers
sm have. They would require rather different beliefs and professional values than most
American teachers now hold with respect to these matters, and they would need ways to
sack tagether on mathematics instruction—that is, social and professional structures that
auld enable teachers 1o engage in continuing professional work concerning what the
tndards nught mean and how they might be enacted. Lacking such knowledge, beliefs,
nd coltective work, most teachers would be free to interpret the standards as they liked:

22. There is much niore that reformers could do without great additional specification.
hey could, for examiple, offer many examples of key reform practices; these would further
semphiy the reform in particular domains without offering recipes, rules, or requirements.

uch examples could greatly increase the richness of advice about reform without restricting
wachitioners’ work.

23. See Scott and Meyer (1983).
24, Tha result has been observed in past reforms. See Cohen (1982).

vate-sector agencies became vastly more knowledgeable and effecrive,
which they hardly could do by becoming smaller.?*

A final irony is that education governance has moved toward systemic
reform while also moving away from it. Many observers expected that
more pressure for coherence at the state level would diminish local action
and bring localities into line with state guidance, for they think of power
as a zero-sum game. But that view is more an expression of Americans’
abiding skepticism about government than a result of careful observation.
In this case, as in others before it, power, organization, and activity ex-
panded at several levels of government at once, frustrating reformers’ am-
bitions in some respects while beginning to realize them in others.

Teaching and Reform

Advocates of systemic reform propose radical change in the nature of in-
struction, but the agents of change on whom they must rely are the very
teachers and administrators whose work reformers find so inadequate. Re-
formers want students to be active problem solvers rather than passive ab-
sorbers. They want teachers to coach and conduct rather than to pour
knowledge into passive brains. In these ways and others the reforms envi-
sion an instructional revolution. But most classroom work was relatively
didacticand routinized on the eve of reform, as it had been for generations
before. Teachers are the problem that policy must solve, for their modest
knowledge and skills are one important reason why most instruction has
been relatively didactic and unambitious. But teachers also are the agents
on whom policy must rely to solve that problem.

One plausible criterion for the success of systemic reform in changing
practice is teachers’ awareness of new policy directions, and by that mea-
sure the new state policies are doing well, for many teachers have heard
about them. For example, in California in 1994, 44 percent of elementary
teachers reported that they ““had read much or all of the 1992 mathematics
framework,” which is remarkable after only two years.? Another criterion

25. Cohen (1982); Spillane (1996a).
" 26. These data arise from a survey of California elementary school teachers sponsored
by NSF {Grant No. ESI-9153834) and jointly carried out by Joan Talbert at Stanford
University, Deborah L. Ball, Penelope Peterson, and Suzanne Wilson at Michigan State
University, and myself at the University of Michigan. The data analysis reported here has
been done by Heather Hill at the University of Michigan. The percentages are based on
an unweighted sample and may change slightly when satpling weights are applied.



tor success 1s practitioners’ artitudes toward the reforms, and here again
there are strong signs of progress. In the same 1994 survey of California
c.lementary school teachers, 51.6 percent reported that they were “posi-
tve™ or “strongly positive” about the state’s new standards and assess-
ments for mathematics. Only 4 percent report a negative view of the state’s
new"sfa.rldards and assessments, and the remainder are neutral or have
no opinion.

Still another criterion for success is practitioners’ awareness and conver-
sation, for if the new ideas seep into teachers’ and administrators’ know]-
edge and discussions, there may be some basis for understanding and thus
further change. By that criterion as well, the reforms have made significant
progress. Many teachers report that they have learned to think and talk
about reading and mathematics differently as the reformers’ vision has
gained currency within education. For instance, 54 percent of California
elementary school teachers were able to distinguish quite accurately be-
tween leading reform ideas and other conceptions of mathematics instruc-
tion.”” Most of the teachers studied in Michigan also reported that they
now use the new reading ideas and view reading in more complex terms,
They also seem to have a better sense of how deeply children can think
about what they read than teachers did fifteen years ago, and they seem to
appreciate how readers’ knowledge and experience can shape the sense
they make of text.?

A more stringent criterion of success is incorporation into practice, but
even there the reforms have made progress. Many teachers report that they
are using the new ideas in instruction. In reading, for example, many no
longer use basal reading texts, but instead use what they refer to as “real”
books and stories. Some recent reading texts no longer entail ability group-
ing, and the once ubiquitous reading groups have disappeared from some
classrooms. One also finds improved texts and other materials jn mathe-
matics. Many teachers report that they expect their students to make sense
of their assignments, and many use the language of mathematical under-
standing to describe their purposes and methods. For example, in the sur-
vey of elementary school teachers in California, more than 90 percent re-
port that they use at least one set of the new curriculum materials that are

, L
..7. Thc unc‘nun‘herc was that teachers had to get two or fewer incorrect answers on
a thirteen-item list of quite diverse ideas abour mathematics teaching,
28. These conclusions are based on studies of more than sixty teachers in a dozen

disericts in three states. For detailed studies of a few of these teach i
Spillane (1995); Grant (1994). et see Jennings (1996);

associated with the reforms. Even when the most popular and easiest 1
use materials are excluded, 65 percent still used at least one set of reforn
oriented materials.”” These are impressive results when viewed in light «
earlier reports on the retention of traditional instruction in U.S. clas
rooms.%

But the results are not uniformly impressive. While many teachers J
use a new language to describe what they are doing, they use that langua,
in remarkably different ways. Many report that they have adopted
“whole language” approach to reading instruction, but some take this t
mean that reading is best learned by dealing with real literature and ent
texts rather than studying component facts and skills in isolation, whi:
to others it means employing bits of literature and allowing children on!
superficial acquaintance with texts. A broad drift toward more thoughtt:
instruction and the use of more demanding and interesting materials h.
been accompanied by considerable variability in teachers’ interpretatic.
of the new policies.

Second, there are large differences of opinion about the extent and si;
nificance of change in teaching. Teachers often say that their changes ai
dramatic, reporting great progress in a short time and often describing tt:
journey as a revolution. But when reformers view such changes in light .
their new goals for instruction, they report that teaching has changed lixt!
or not at all. :

Third, observational studies reveal that changes in math instruction a:
not as extensive as those in reading and language arts. One reason for th,
difference is that teachers are much more literate than they are numerat
and thus are able to use innovative reading materials much more extei
sively. Another is that schools and school systems have many more r«
sources to use to help teachers improve reading instruction than to hel
them in math. Although state and national reformers think that the math.

matics reforms are far ahead because the national mathematics fram.
works are so impressive, the math reforms also are far behind because th

29, The full list of curriculum materials was Elementary Mathematician, Family Mar-
AIMS, Math Their Way, Math in Stride, Logo Geometry, Beyond Activities (such as Polyh
draville), Mathematics Replacement Unit Projects (including Math by All Means, Ma:
Excursions 2, Seeing Fractions, Used Numbers, and My Travels with Gulliver), Arithmer
Teacher, and Mathematics Teacher. In the second case, Math Their Way and AIMS we:
the excluded items.

30. For example, see Welch (1979).

31. See Price, Ball, and Luks (1995); Ball and Cohen {1996); Spillane {1995).



state and Jocal capacity to improve mathemarics instruction is so much
thinner than in reading.

There are several explanations for the variability in teachers’ response
to the reforms. Some echo the issues in state and local guidance for instruc-
tion, for teachers work in the same fragmented system of schooling that |
described carlier, and their knowledge of reform is partly mediated
through those organizations. In the city school system discussed above, for
stance, the central office subunits—curriculum staff, reading coordina-
tor, chapter 1 office—issued conflicting messages about state reforms to
teachersin the district. Teachers who worked with the reading coordinator
got time to hear and read about the new policy, including the state docu-
ments that were used to promote it. Chapter 1 teachers got much more
extensive professional development as well as reading about the new state
policy. But regular teachers in the schools eventually got only brief after-
school workshops at their home schools at the year’s end, in which only a
few of the policy ideas could be summarized. Moreover, regular classroom
teachers also heard constantly from the district’s carefully coordinated sys-
tem to promote basic skills instruction in all schools, in which all teachers
used the same texts and the same tests, and in which teachers were required
to test students, to record scores on monitoring sheets, and to report stu-
dents’ progress regularly to their principal. Principals also were required
to discuss these with each teacher and to report on the sheets to central
administrators.* '

Teachers’ learning about the new state policy also was influenced by
managers in individual schools, whose stance toward reform differs quite
dramarically. In the same city school system, for example, one elementary
principal shielded teachers from the systenv’s basic skills—oriented instruc-
tional guidance system so they could teach in a less rigid fashion. He en-
couraged teachers to use more literature and in the late 1980s helped one
to write a grant proposal to use more literature, which she won and pro-
ceeded to implement. (Significantly, the proposal went to the reading coor-
dinator in the central office.) In 1990 the principal successfully lobbied the
central office to let the entire school faculty try out a new “literature-
based” reading text series, which encouraged many teachers toward the
retorms.” In sharp contrast, other principals in the same system continued
to push basic skills instruction. Similarly, while several elementary school
principals in an affluent and progressive suburban district in the same state

32. See Spillane (1993),
33. Grant {1994).

resisted pressures from top district administrators to reform reading in-
struction, other principals in the same district supported the reforms. De-
spite powerful leadership for reform in the central office, the resisting prin-
cipalsallowed teachers to continue in the established, basic-skills approach
to instruction, or they allowed school reading coordinators to do similar
things. In the United States, many teachers can find ways to work their will
in classrooms despite formal subordination to higher-level authorities, in
part because there is so little local infrastructure to support higher-level
guidance.

Teachers’ learning about policy is also shaped by the social circum-
stances in which they work, and those vary amazingly in America. Com-
pared with France, Japan, or most other developed nations, the United
States is a remarkably diverse society with extraordinarily unequal
schools. Schools that enroll the children of extremely poor immigrants
from Latin America or Asia—in which more than two dozen languages
are spoken, in which many students speak little or no English, and in which
families are desperately poor—often sit near schools that enroll students
from well-to-do and educationally advantaged families. Educators in the
disadvantaged schools see state systemic reforms as another complicating
element in their struggles with the problems of an extraordinarily diverse
and needy student body, while educators in more privileged schools see
the same state policies as a minor element in their efforts to keep up with
parents’ elevated expectations.

These circumstances help to explain school-to-school differences in
teachers’ responses to the reforms. But S. G. Grant has shown that teach-
ers’ responses often vary as much within schools as among them. Even
teachers who work in the same school and have access to the same view of
the policy from local central offices and principals often respond rather
differently.* For example, a relatively unconventional fifth grade teacher
in a city school, who had long used literature in her classes and felt quite
comfortable with it, viewed the state’s new reading policy as confirmation
of what she had done all along and reported little change in her approach
to reading instruction. Although she accepted the district’s basic skills ori-
entation, she said that it did not get in the way of using literature. But a

third grade teacher in the same school, with the same amount of teaching
" experience as the fifth grade teacher, reported that the district’s basic skills

orientation kept her from using literature as the new policies proposed.

34. Grant (1994).



Leachers’ varying experience, knowledge, and sense of efficacy influence
what they notice about policy, how they interpret it, and what they do.»
But another explanation for differences within schools in teachers’ re-

sponse to reform is that teachers’ opportunities to learn vary. Teachers
in one elementary school had the same officially sponsored professional
development, but responded entirely differently. One aggressively sought
out additional privately sponsored summer and weekend workshops on
reading reform, read books and articles about whole language, and used
the experiences and materials to turn her reading curriculum into a remark-
ably lively and challenging experience for students. Another learned to pay
more artention to students’ understanding of text, but otherwise adopted
little of the reading reforms. A third argued that he was already doing ev-
erything that the reforms suggested—although observers saw a very tradi-
tional approach to reading—and concentrated his search outside the
school on ideas about “affective” education. A fourth, who already had

been using literature extensively for years, interpreted the reform as an op-

portunity 1o learn process writing, found suitable materials, and used them

to revamp her writing curriculum; her reading instruction changed little

or not at all.* These teachers not only brought very different knowledge

and professional experience to the reforms, but they also made very differ-
ent use of official and unofficial opportunities to learn. In the United States,

e A O L VIR JTI TWo - xt‘;urm, ang oiIlcxa]
uly vne among many sources of new ideas,
Classroom instruction has begun to change as teachers respond to sys-
temic reform, but systemic reform has begun to change as ambitious new
guidance for instruction has filrered through teachers’ knowledge, beliefs,
and practices. American public education contains few social and profes-
sional structures that would help teachers to continue to learn about teach-
ing and learning, and most teachers’ professional education does
pare them to deal in a polished way with this kind of intellectually
challenging content. Teachers thus approach the reforms with litt]

: e knowl-
edge of the sorts of instruction thar reformers desire, and have f,
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33. Cohen and others {forthcoming, chap. ¢).
36. See Grang {1994).

ing, and little systematic and sustained professional work on instruction
leaves teachers great latitude to assign different meanings to new policies
and to respond idiosyncratically. American teachers have moved toward

systemic reform, but in a distinctively disjointed and individualistic
fashion.

Politics and Performance

Standards-based reform is notable for the notion that schools should be
made responsible for student performance. California officials, like many
others around the country, declared that a revised state assessment pro-
gram would “drive” instruction toward intellectually ambitious work in
mathematics by focusing attention on results. Many states set ?bout dCVI'S-
ing ways to keep track of which schools were boosting ach.levemem, in
order to reward those that did well and penalize those that did not."’
The idea of accountability for performance has broad appeal, but df-
signing and implementing such schemes turns out to bea n‘ch stew of poli-
tics, technical and ethical problems, and ideological conflict. As a result,
in practice accountability often turns out to be less clear and more com p!ex
than it seems to be in theory. Kentucky is one of the few states in which
explicit rewards and punishments for professionals have been attached to
students’ performance, probably because the reform there was ord;ered by
a court rather than devised through political bargaining in the legislature
or executive branch. Such bargaining has been central to reform in Ver-
mont, where complex negotiations among the chief state schopl Pfﬁccr,
teachers, parents, local officials, and legislators have been a continuing ele-
ment in reform. Early ideas about holding teachers accountable for stu-
dents’ test results were soft-pedaled as teachers and others began to realize
how novel and demanding the new assessments would be, how much
teachers and others had to learn, and how difficult it could be to make
teachers accountable for teaching things they had not had time to learn. In
Vermont, as elsewhere, it has not been easy to balance teachers’ concerns
about stiff accountability requirements against pressures for performance.

37. Rather than substituting markets and consumer C!IOiCC for sra_rc-ad.mini_stcr_c‘d_
schooling, these schemes would augment the state administration of schoolmg. with scientific
assessments of educational effectiveness and schedules of rewards ?mjl sanctions. .A‘ccoynt-
ability is seen as an effort to improve the operation of schools within a state-ma_mtamcd
framework, not as a way to change the framework.



The political difficulties of settling on a version of accountability were
plainly on view in Michigan. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, state educa-
tion ofhcials revised their reading and math assessments but initially
attached no specific rewards or sanctions to results. They did leave in place
an earlier system for publishing test scores for districts and schools, on the
apparent assumption that public opinion would be a sufficient agent to
correct poor performance. Within a few years, however, the legislature
mandated a high school-leaving exam that would preclude graduation if
students failed. But that did not command enough political support to last,
perhaps because the prospect of high failure rates was unsettling. In its
place the state created several different sorts of high school degrees depend-
ing on test scores, a more forgiving approach than no degrees for those
who failed. But shortly thereafter the legislature and governor adopted
new school accreditation procedures, which—after the state education de-
partment wrote regulations—threatened local school systems with the loss
of § percent of their state funds for any school in which fewer than 65
percent of students performed satisfactorily on the state tests. This require-
ment seemed to catch educators’ attention, and many schools and districts
scrambled to boost students’ scores. But after a few years it seems that this
modest performance reward program may be thrown overboard by a more
conservative state legislature and state school board in favor of ideas about
accountability that focus on local control, charter schools, and parental
choice.” This sort of signal switching has become common in state educa-
tion policy.

One reason states change course so often is shifts in fashion and re-
sponse to changing pressures. But another reason is that it is very difficult
to design and enact accountability schemes. It is, for instance, difficult to
devise new standards, tests, and information systems that are usable, effec-
tive, and professionally defensible. And even if design and implementation
problems can be solved, it is not guaranteed that school systems, busi-
nesses, and universities will take the new accountability systems seri-
ously.” The chapter by Richard Elmore, Susan Fuhrman, and Charles
Ablemann in this volume reveals that when analysts in Kentucky and Mis-
sissippi sought to create professionally defensible schemes they created
such complexity that teachers and parents found the schemes extremely
difficult to understand and use. If parents and teachers cannot make sense

38. Cohen and others (forthcoming, chap. 7).
39. See Cohen and Spillane (1992).

of the evidence about accountability, it is difficult to see how the schemc
could have the desired effects.”

But even if defensible and usable state accountability schemes were cre
ated tomorrow, the critical question would be how local schools, teacher-
and students would respond. Local response to the accountability require
ments associated with California’s new tests has so far been modest, an.
many teachers are not well informed about them. In the 1994 survey tha
I discussed earlier, only 37 percent of elementary teachers reported tha
they “have had adequate opportunities to learn about the mathematics’
test. Only 24 percent reported that they knew enough about the new asses.
ment to explain it to another teacher or parent. One reason may be tha
the state tests are administered in only three of twelve grades. Althouy!
students’ performance in any grade is influenced by their work in the prc
ceding grades, the state’s scheme contains no incentives for teachers u
those preceding or following grades to pay specific attention to the nes
tests. The incentives to improve performance based on such scores seer:
likely to remain diffuse and relatively weak unless all teachers in a schos
are somehow made to feel responsible for what students do on the tests.

That would entail quite an unusual degree of professional interdepe:.
dence in American public schools. One elementary principal in a souther
California district tried. She used test scores to call her teachers’ attento
to weaknesses in students’ performance in a school whose enrollment .
about 40 percent eligible for title 1. She collected the faculty in small grou;
to discuss the scores and formulate strategies for improving them. She the
organized faculty members to look for helpful materials and instruction.
strategies and followed up with meetings to check on implementation. Sin
ilarly, one principal of an elementary school in a middle-class section «
a Rust Belt city organized his faculty to move its reading program in th
direction of the reforms when parents began to complain because te-

40. For a fuller discussion of this point, see Cohen {1996).

41. Evidence on the effects of new accountability measures on learning is thin
inconclusive. Reading scores went down in Michigan when more demandiog new assc-
ments were phased in, as did mathematics scores in California. Both results were expedt.
because the new assessments held students to higher standards of performance than |
been common in their schoolwork. But when Michigan recently added a new mathenan
assessment, scores seemed to improve, though no explanations were forthcoming. Kéntuc:
presents a mixed picture: some schools have improved on the new assessments but oth
have not, and observers reported that the improved schools tend to be in more cosmopohi
and advantaged areas. Without more substantial trend data and evidence on test secur.
and instruction, it would be unwise to interpret these results.
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Readers may wish for a report on whether systemic reform is a success,
bur the jury is still out. This effort at root-and-branch change is less than a
decade old—just a beginning for such an ambitious endeavor. Much more
experience would be required before any fair judgment could be made
about the implementation and effects of standards-based reform, and it
remains to be seen if systemic reform will endure.

My account does suggest two central problems that would face contin-
ued enactment of systemic reform and widespread adoption of schemes
that reward performance, should they endure. One is an appreciable lack
of professional capacity to respond constructively to serious efforts of any
sOrt to improve instruction, That is broadly true in public education, and
itis especially true for the schools in which improvement is most needed—
many of which chiefly enroll disadvantaged students.** Standards-based
reform is unlikely to succeed unless reformers are able to augment or sup-
plant a standards-and-accountability approach with one that offers educa-
tors and others concerned with schooling many more incentives and op-
portunities to learn. It would take much sustained and sophisticated work
to devise and enact the arrangements required to accomplish this goal.

Roughly the same thing could be said of performance rewards. The suc-
cess of such schemes depends heavily on whether state or local school sys-
tems could enhance the capacity of the worst schools to respond construc-
tively to more powerful incentives, for those would be the schools least
likely to be able to respond well on their own. But precisely because of
the educational weaknesses that reformers wish to correct, state and local
systems have at best only modest professional capacity to solve this
problem."

Politics is a second problem that faces these reforms. Standards-based
reform has been promoted as though it was chiefly a matter of policy, but
policy cannot work unless it is situated in an enabling politics. That is espe-
cially true in the United States, where fragmented government and conten-
tious politics create many opportunities to oppose policies, and where
cultural and political divisions create fertile ground for oppositional move-
ments. Such opportunities and divisions are much less common in more
centralized political systems with more deferential political cultures. As a

43. For instance, though most teachers appear to believe that their students can leam,
those who teach students from disadvantaged circumstances tend to believe that their
charges are less able to learn than other students, See U.S. Department of Education
11993, pp. 235-40).

4. See Cohen (1996) for the development of this point.

result, America displays few signs of the political patience, trust of profes-
sionals, and willingness to learn that standards based reform would require
from politics, politicians, and the public. The picture for reform is not en-
tirely bleak: some states have retained much of the structure of standards-
based reform even as others have begun to retreat, and some business
groups have begun to rally to support standards-based reform.**But sus-
tained conflict impedes development of the patience, improved profession-
alism, and capacity to learn that reform would require.

Political turbulence has been an intermittent hallmark of American edu-
cation, If a movement to promote performance rewards somehow gath-
ered the momentum that systemic reform did in the decade just past, it
probably would provoke much the same sorts of passionate political con-
troversy and opposition that has marked standards-based reform, though
for somewhat different reasons. There is no way to know how things
would turn out for such a movement, but it seems likely that no movement
for fundamental change can make dramatic progress unless reformers find
ways to depoliticize education while building a broader constituency for
their ideas. That would take sustained and sophisticated work, which is
unfortunately rare in public education.

45, “Business Backs School Standards,” A#n Arbor News, September 6, 1995, p. 1.
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