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Introduction:
Rethinking Urban School Reform

Louis F. Mirén and Edward P. St. John

The desegregation of Little Rock, Arkansas, schools, after the
Brown v. Board of Education decision, unleashed nearly a half cen-
tury of externally generated reforms of urban schools. At the turn of
the century, the array of education reforms that have been at-
tempted in urban schools are extensive, their effects controversial,
and the cumulative knowledge limited. Although the context has
changed, the effects of reform on urban schools have arguably been
remarkably consistent: the intended effects have largely remained
unrealized. This raises a vital concern. Have urban schools failed or
has educational reform failed urban schools?

The New Global Context of
Urban School Reform

In the early history of urban school reform the embedded social
context was fairly straightforward: urban schools mirrored the po-
litical economy of the city. Funding for urban school districts ebbed
and flowed in proportion to the local tax base.

Now the political economy of urban school districts is situated
much more globally. As Julius Wilson, Gary Orfield, and others
have consistently pointed out, urban schools are resegregated, un-
derfunded, and perhaps somewhat academically weakened largely
because of the waves of poor and uneducated immigrants, the dis-
appearance of work in the inner city along with the concomitant
rise in low-paying, part-time jobs, and the rise of high-tech indus-
tries that call for a highly educated labor force. These sociodemo-
graphic changes have spurned a passive resistance in high school

1



2 Louis F. Mirén and Edward P. St. John

students, who perceive that public schooling in the inner city is no
longer relevant to their needs. In brief, the plight of urban school
reform is now tied not only to the economic and social health of the
city but indeed to rapid changes in the world economy. The justifi-
cations for current school reform efforts are similar to previous ones
in that elites are in need of a skilled labor force in the cities. How-
ever, the discourse surrounding current reform efforts now pays
more attention to the “performances” of school systems and their
capacities to “produce” students as lifelong and constructivist learn-
ers. This appears to be a transformation in the societal conversa-
tions about school reform linked to the “mode of information” (see
Poster 1989, 1990; also see Castells 1996). This transformation, un-
like the early history of urban schools, is globally situated. By “glob-
alization” we mean here those social, economic, and technological
processes largely confined to urban centers characterized by “de-
and reindustrialization, automation, revenue losses, brought on by
middle-class taxpayer flight, and the emergence of new and urban
multi-ethnic majorities.” (see Valle and Torres 2001, 102)

The Reformers in Context

A wide array of proponents of urban school improvement has
initiated reforms that have had major influences on urban schools.
Many of the reforms have both advocates and detractors, who inter-
pret the reforms, their rationales and consequences, very differently.
Therefore, there is a need to take a fresh look at urban schools. In
this volume we propose to reinterpret urban school reform through
what we call a critical-empirical review. The major sections of the
book provide critical reviews of the evidence of the impact of four
types of reform. These are discussed briefly below.

The Courts and Urban School Reform

Both the federal and state courts have played a direct, yet exter-
nal, role in urban school reform. The federal courts have influenced
urban schools through school desegregation litigation, whereas state
constitutions and state supreme courts have influenced urban schools
through legal challenges of school finance formulas.

The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. the Board of
Education initiated a wave of reforms in urban communities. Al-
though desegregation influenced nonurban schools as well, the im-
pact of desegregation in urban schools was more substantial than in
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other types of school communities. The citywide remedies ordered by
the courts spurred massive bussing as well as widespread resis-
tance, especially among white enclaves in local urban residential
neighborhoods.

Desegregation hastened white flight from urban schools and the
concentration of poverty in inner cities. Further, the newer centers of
global technologies are now usually located in suburban areas, rather
than in urban centers, creating a further distance between the cities
and the suburbs and the increasingly technologically linked world. In
the early twentieth century, America’s cities represented the focal
point of culture and technology, whereas the American metropolis
now runs the risk of having its citizens, and especially its youth,
become isolated. (see Valle and Torres 2001)

Yet the nationwide efforts to desegregate urban schools also in-
fluenced a wave of educational innovation in urban schools. For ex-
ample, the Boston school desegregation case introduced the concept
of magnet schools that would provide specialized educational opportu-
nities that might induce desegregation through informed choice.

These contradictory aspects of the new urban school reform ef-
forts are inexorably linked to a set of forces set in motion by desegre-
gation. Indeed, the unintended consequences of desegregation—the
new racial and economic isolation of urban youth—may help offset
innovations in education, the results of which may further undermine
the hard-fought legal remedies.

The state courts also play a hand in school reform through
their role in helping to ensure equity in school finance. In the recent
Ohio case, for example, the urban schools joined with the rural
schools in litigation on the adequacy of funding (see Theobald,
chapter 2 of this volume). The intersection between litigation on
school equity and school finance reform has been systematically
examined only sparingly.

Two of the chapters in this volume examine issues related to the
role of the courts in urban school reform. In chapter 1, Richard Fos-
sey examines how well evidence about the impact of desegregation
strategies supports the claims of those advocating the remedies in
the first place. After decades of court ordered remedies to alleviate
de jure and de facto segregation in urban schools, a number of ques-
tions have surfaced about the extent to which these remedies have
resulted in educational improvement and contributed to the new
pattern of metropolitan resegregation. Fossey’s analysis adds sub-
stantially to our collective understanding of the role of the courts in
desegregation and sets the stage for the analysis of the impact of
reforms in urban schools.
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In chapter 2, Neil Theobald develops an approach to informing
policymakers about equity issues in school finance. He examines the
cases of the states of Washington, Indiana, and Ohio, with a specific
focus on the ways in which equity for urban students has been dealt
with in the policy debates about school finance. His analyses provide
insight into the role school finance reform plays in improving urban
schools, as well as providing insight into a process-oriented approach
to policy development.

Federally Initiated, External Reforms

The federal role in education began to take shape after the So-
viet Union launched Sputnik and Congress passed the National De-
fense Education Act of 1958. This action initiated four decades of
federal efforts to improve education. There have essentially been
three major waves of federal reform, each of which has had distinct
impacts on urban schools.

The first wave of federal reform involved introducing major new
programs aimed at improving education and equalizing opportunity.
The programs that were targeted at improving educational opportu-
nities for the “disadvantaged” had the most substantial influence on
urban schools because of the increasing concentration of poverty in
urban communities. Two types of federal programs have had a sub-
stantial influence on urban schools. First, Title I of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act has subsidized efforts to provide com-
pensatory education to children from disadvantaged backgrounds.
Second, the federally funded special education programs provided
supplementary services to students with special learning needs.

The efforts to provide compensatory opportunities through Title
I have had mixed success and have gone through multiple iterations.
Initially Title I functioned as a “pull out” program for reading in-
struction, but the early evaluations did not demonstrate that stu-
dents who were pulled out made as much progress as students who
stayed in the classroom. Rather than catching up with their peers,
many fell further behind. Over time Title I was reformed to encour-
age schoolwide approaches in schools with high concentrations of
poor children.

Special education, too, has gone through several iterations. Ini-
tially the emphasis was on pulling children out and placing them in
a special classroom of students with similar learning problems, but
these programs are in the midst of a massive shift toward “inclu-
sion,” which places special-needs students and teacher aids in regu-
lar classrooms. These basic federal programs and their iterations
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have had profound effects on the learning environments in urban
schools. We will explain the major effects in this volume.

The second wave of federal reform involved a rethinking of the
federal role and consolidating of educational programs. The “wall
charts,” the Education Consolidation and Improvement Act of 1980,
and the publication of the A Nation at Risk ushered in a period of
“reforming the reforms,” that is refocusing federal efforts on educa-
tional outcomes rather than on equalizing opportunity.

The “excellence movement” brought a new wave of scientific
methodology to educational governance. What the reforms did was
to connect tests and measures to managerial processes of gover-
nance as a means of regulating and controlling students and cur-
riculum. In this new model, states became the instruments for
implementing the new scientific reform designs. The new standard-
ized models did not fit urban centers well, creating an image of
school failure, when in fact the reforms themselves may have failed
urban schools, exacerbating inequality in the process.

The third wave of federal reform is just now emerging, with
the creation of the Comprehensive School Restructuring Demon-
stration Project, the Reading Excellence Act, Gear Up, and the
pending America Counts Act. These new federal programs rein-
volve the federal government in funding new initiatives that aim
at improving educational practice. They do so with a different ori-
entation than the prior waves of reform: they encourage states to
select school improvement methods that have a research (empiri-
cal) basis.

This newest wave of federal reform creates a potential opening
for university researchers. Indeed, new models of restructuring,
reading, and other approaches to educational improvement that
had been pioneered by university researchers lead the new lists of
approved reforms. However, this new silver cloud also may have a
dark lining: the escalation of lists of approved reforms could further
eliminate the opportunity for local innovation, especially in urban
contexts.

Three of the chapters in this volume take a critical look at the
role of government as a reformer. In chapter 3, Kenneth Wong criti-
cally examines the history of Title I. Since its inception, Title I fund-
ing and programs have been concentrated in urban schools. An
implicit purpose of this Great Society program was to lift urban chil-
dren out of poverty by raising their academic achievement. Wong’s
analysis provides insight into the reasons why over time Title I pro-
gram changed the methods it promotes, which helps illuminate the
issues that face researchers and policy in the future.
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In chapter 4, Genevieve Manset and Sandra Washburn examine
the impact of state mandated graduation tests on special education
students in Indiana, with a focus on urban schools. Their analyses
reveal a potential conflict between the goals of federal special edu-
cation programs and the new efforts to require tests for graduation.
The federal and state efforts to implement inclusive approaches to
the education of children with special needs intersect with other ed-
ucational policies in complex ways. The implementation of gradua-
tion tests complicates the impact of processes that mainstream
special-needs students. The Indiana study reveals the contradictory
impact of these policies on urban high schools in Indiana and sug-
gests a need to rethink the convergence of these policies.

In chapter 5, Barry Franklin examines the issues of external ef-
forts to reform schools from a different vantage: What happens when
federal and state effort appear to fail? In some instances mayors
have taken over urban schools systems. Recently the state took over
the public schools in Detroit in an attempt to salvage a system that
was perceived to be failing. Barry Franklin examines this move in
light of past attempts to improve Detroit public schools. He analyzes
interviews with reformers, testimony at state hearings, and news-
paper editorials. He considers the impact of the takeover on schools
and school children.

Independently Adopted, Research-Based Reforms

In the newest wave of school reform, a greater emphasis is being
placed on the implementation of research-based reform models. Cur-
rently, federal funding has promoted research based reforms in read-
ing and comprehensive school reform. However, private vouchers
initiative, implemented as “experiments,” are now being used as evi-
dence to support federal legislation that promote vouchers, or oppor-
tunity grants, for urban schools.

Many of the new research-based reforms originated from reform
efforts situated in universities or independent foundations. Fre-
quently they involved working in partnership with schools. Activist
university faculty sought support from private foundations and
other sources of funding to experiment with new approaches to
school reform. These efforts are especially important to urban
schools, because many originated as efforts to target urban schools.

Many university-based reading reforms, such as Four Block and
Reading Recovery, follow a model of reading advocated by universities.
Many of these reforms are gaining support as part of states’ response
to the Reading Excellence Act. These reforms have not been as widely
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adopted in urban schools as they have in suburban schools, which
raises questions about the consonance between these reforms and the
needs of urban schools.

Also, many of the widely known comprehensive school reforms
followed this university-based model. Restructuring movements that
initially focused on urban schools included Comer’s School Develop-
ment Project, Levin’s Accelerated Schools Project, and Slavin’s Suc-
cess for All. These and other initiatives involve the entire school in a
process of reconceptualizing the school. Comer’s project involves
both community mental health and school improvement, Levin’s in-
volves the school community in a Deweyian reform process, and
Slavin’s focuses on integrating cooperative education with research-
based methods of teaching. These and other reforms were initiated
by universities and mostly funded by national and local corpora-
tions. Although these efforts have recently come into the educational
mainstream with schoolwide Title I and CSRD, their impact on
urban schools has not been systematically examined.

Another set of independently funded, internal reforms are now
underway in the area of school choice. In New York City, Washing-
ton, D.C., Dayton, Indianapolis, San Antonio, and other cities, pri-
vate groups have funded massive experiments with need-based
vouchers. These independent reforms, along with information from
the public reforms in Cleveland and Milwaukee, have ignited a wave
of federal efforts to reform urban education. In particular, these re-
forms open the way to the choice of whether to attend private schools
for a larger percentage of the urban population.

Three of the chapters in this volume focus on the impact of these
new research based reforms. In chapter 6, Edward P. St. John and his
colleagues at the Indiana Education Policy Center examine the impact
of recent reading reforms on schools in Indiana. This chapter includes
a critical review of the designs of a select group of reading reforms
(e.g., Reading Recovery, Four Block, First Steps). Then it uses a data
base on urban schools to assess the effects of these reforms on student
educational progress. They find that comprehensive, cohesive reform
approaches can potentially improve educational outcomes for urban
school children.

In chapter 7, St. John and his colleagues examine the impact of
implementing comprehensive school reform (CSR) models on educa-
tional improvement in high poverty schools in Wisconsin. This
analysis reveals that some types of reform induce improvement in
the learning outcomes.

In chapter 8 Carolyn Ridenour and Edward St. John examine the
impact of a newly implemented voucher scheme on students in an
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urban school system. Most of the research on the new wave of pri-
vately funded urban school choice schemes has focused on student
achievement and parent satisfaction. More recently researchers are
focusing on the effects these reforms have on urban public and private
schools. This chapter examined how one of these programs influenced
the behavior and attitudes of teachers parents in one of these schools
systems. This analysis not only reveals that choices are constrained
for urban schools children, but that these new schemes add substan-
tially to the complexities of teaching in urban schools in both public
and private systems.

Community-Based Reforms

A fourth strand of independent urban school reform can be
characterized as furthering the goal of community development
(see Crowson 2000). Here the institutional boundaries between
public schools and city government apparently blur (see Mirén
1998; Baum 1998), and both institutions work interactively to pro-
mote shared community values and local economic development.
With a few exceptions (see Crowson 2000) this is an area of reform
that is both new and underinvestigated. In section IV, we attempt
to develop an understanding of community-based reforms as an al-
ternative to the more structured approaches that receive wider
public attention.

In chapter 9, Kathy Nakagawa examines parent involvement in
the Chicago school reform. She examines the outcomes in Chicago of
the Chicago School Reform Act (1988, 1995) that created the Local
School Councils, considering whether parents and other community
members “enabled” reform or were substantive partners.

In chapter 10, Louis Mirén examines collaborations between
urban schools and local governments. This chapter provides com-
parative case studies of “joint ventures” (see Mirén 1998) between
school districts and cities in Santa Ana, California and New Orleans,
Louisiana. The new ventures in urban cooperation were intended to
foster school improvement and local economic development.

Finally, in chapter 11, Leetta Allyn-Haynes and some of her col-
leagues examine how the African-American education tradition can
inform efforts to reform urban schools. They first review the research
literature of this tradition, focusing on some of the underlying moral
questions. Then they explore two case studies of schools engaged in
the Accelerated Schools Project from this perspective. Based on this
review they explore how the African-American tradition might inform
future efforts to reform urban schools.



Given that all of these reform efforts have proponents who con-
struct rationales for the reform, and who engage in research to doc-
ument their effects, it is difficult to build a shared understanding of
urban school reform. In this book the authors undertake a critical-
empirical review of a selected group of reforms that have affected
urban schools. The critical-empirical review method was developed
in a study of higher education desegregation (St. John and Hossler
1998). The authors in this volume will extend this approach to build
a new interpretation and understanding of urban school reform. The

Introduction

Critical-Empirical Review Approach

critical-empirical review approach generally involves:

1.

In this critical-empirical review of urban reforms we asked
the chapter authors to consider four questions related to the reform

efforts.

1.

reviewing the historical context for a reform (how it came
about);

. examining the ideologies that guide the reformers and

their critics, as a way of discerning how politics informs
the reforms;

. identifying the theoretical claims about processes and out-

comes (both intended and unintended consequences) that
inform both the design of the reforms and the critiques;

. assessing the research relative to the ideological and the-

oretical claims; and

. building new understandings of the meaning of the

reforms based on the review.

Houw is the reform situated historically? Each of the au-
thors in the analytic chapters of the volume will examine
a specific reform. They will start their inquiry by situat-
ing the reform historically, then apply this historical con-
text to a specific reform initiative.

What ideologies drive the reform? Most reforms have
both proponents and critics. The authors in this volume
will review the ideological positions of proponents and
critics to build an understanding of the use of informa-
tion in building arguments, the claims about program
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effects embedded in their rationales, and the other un-
intended consequences overlooked by advocates and
pointed to by critics.

3. What theories underlie the success claims embedded in the
reform? Theories underlie the ideological claims of reform
proponents and their critics. These implicit theories rest
on assumptions of truth about social systems, student
learning and development, and leadership. For example,
the new market theory argues that schools are more in-
novative and students learn more when market competi-
tion is unfettered. Critics point to gaps in this logic or to
unintended consequences of removing students from pub-
lic schools. However, both positions are based on a con-
struct of social and economic theory. The authors of this
volume will discern divergent theoretical claims embed-
ded in the argument of the advocates and proponents of
specific reforms.

4. How does the research evidence support the claims? (And
what are the unintended consequences?) With the critical
perspective generated from the review of claims, it is pos-
sible to reconstruct the alignment between the evidence
in research studies and the rationales used to argue for
and against specific reform measures. The review of re-
search studies can then be constructed to provide an em-
pirical “test” of the truth claims (of a political, theoretical,
and practical nature) that are embedded in rationales
and critiques. In other words, the purpose of the review of
quantitative and qualitative studies is to discern whether
the truth claims of various reform advocates hold up to
empirical scrutiny.

Each of the authors of the chapter described above considered
these questions in their students. Their review methods varied
widely, however, so the degree of emphasis each question received
varied across the chapters. However, in totality, these chapters pro-
vide a set of research studies as a means of adding the empirical as-
pects of their critical-empirical perspectives. The purpose of a
critical-empirical review is not to develop a new synthesis or univer-
sal claim, but rather to reveal the complexities and nuances of the
problem in a way that can inform a theory of action and a new gen-
eration of reform activists. From these studies, as editors we have
tried to develop a more informed understanding of the role of reform
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initiatives in urban schools. From looking across these chapters, we
attempt to provide insights that might inform educators and stu-
dents of education, as well as policy makers and researchers.

In chapter 12, we use the critical-empirical perspective to reach
an understanding of the ways research can inform policy and prac-
tice about urban schools. We provide a summary chapter that at-
tempts to build new critical understandings by examining the
findings reached by the authors of this volume. We examine the
claims made by various types of reformers and consider the findings
from these studies in relation to those claims. We conclude this chap-
ter by considering the role policy research can play in improving
practice and reforming the policy process.

Finally, in chapter 13, we consider the implications for educa-
tional leadership. This chapter synthesizes the intermediate reflec-
tions gleaned from the previous chapters and the implications of a
critical-empirical approach for educational leadership and school ad-
ministration. It will focus on new partnerships between federal and
local governments and independent, nonprofit organizations that
have risen to reconnect schools with their communities.
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Chapter 1

School Desegregation Is Over in the Inner
Cities: What Do We Do Now?

Richard Fossey

“The mark of the age,” novelist Walker Percy wrote, “is that terri-
ble things happen and no evil is involved.” Surely Percy’s observation
rings true when we ponder racial isolation in our nation’s inner-city
schools. In Brown v. Board of Education (1954), the Supreme Court
ordered an end to racially segregated public education. Tragically, in
spite of hundreds of federal court orders and the efforts of the U.S.
Justice Department, the NAACP, and legions of fair-minded educa-
tors, hundreds of thousands of African Americans still attend school in
racial isolation. Demographic trends suggest that racial isolation in
the schools will grow worse, not better, in the years to come.

Overwhelming evidence is all around us. In many of the nation’s
urban districts—Cleveland, Detroit, New Orleans, and Washington,
DC, to name a few—African Americans comprise 70, 80, and even
95% of the total student enrollment (National Center for Educational
Statistics 2000). In Los Angeles, the nation’s second largest district,
non-Hispanic whites make up only 15% of the school population. In
Miami, the nation’s fourth largest district, the figure is just 13%.
According to a study by the Harvard University’s Civil Rights Project,
American schools are rapidly resegregating (Orfield and Yun 1999).
As Gary Orfield and Susan Eaton (1996) wrote in Dismantling Deseg-
regation, the nation’s schools appear to be returning to the Plessy v.
Ferguson era of “separate but equal,” when segregated schools were
taken for granted in many states and upheld by the courts.

Desegregation litigation continues in many urban school dis-
tricts, but lawsuits and desegregation strategies have not stepped
the outflow of white students. In Baton Rouge, Louisiana, for exam-
ple, a school desegregation lawsuit has been ongoing for 46 years,
but demographic projections predict the district will be nearly all

15
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black within the next few year (Caldas and Bankston 2000). This
scenario appears to be the future for many urban districts all over
the United States.

In fact, it is time for civil rights advocates and desegregation
experts to confront reality. School desegregation is over in the inner
cities. No desegregation strategy now in place or likely to be put in
place will change these facts: most minority school children in the
inner cities attend racially isolated schools and will do so for the
foreseeable future.

How Did This Happen?

How could this have happened? How did the bright and tangible
promise of Brown v. Board of Education dissolve into an “arid
abstraction” in the core cities (Carter 1995, p. 626), devoid of power
or meaning for African American school children?

Mountains of books, articles, and papers have tried to answer this
question, but basically they all point to three possible explanations.

The Supreme Court’s Milliken Decision

First, some scholars blame the Supreme Court itself for making
a promise in Brown and then snatching it away in later decisions.
Specifically, they point to the Court’s decision in Milliken v. Bradley
(1974), in which the Court struck down a trial court’s desegregation
plan for metropolitan Detroit (Orfield and Yun 1999). This plan
would have required about 50 predominately white suburban com-
munities to participate in desegregating the Detroit district’s over-
whelmingly black schools. In the trial court’s view, a metropolitan
plan that would force suburban white children into contact with
Detroit’s black children was the only feasible way to attack racial
isolation in the Detroit system.

In perhaps its most important desegregation decision since
Brown, the Supreme Court rejected the trial court’s cross-district
desegregation plan, ruling that such strategies are only permissible
when there is evidence that school district boundaries were drawn
for the purpose of racial segregation. In addition, the Court
expressed skepticism about the creation of a “super school district”
that would diminish the powers of more than 50 local school boards
and perhaps create a logistical nightmare.

Without a doubt, Milliken stopped most cross-district desegre-
gation proposals in their tracks. Thus the Court virtually guaran-
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teed the demographic picture that now exists in urban areas: a
racially isolated inner-city school district surrounded by a ring of
largely white suburban school systems.

This pattern is particularly prominent in the Northern indus-
trial cities where school systems were organized without regard to
racial makeup, foreclosing any argument that district boundaries
were drawn to promote segregation. For example, many of the sub-
urban towns around Boston were organized in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, when Massachusetts was still a British colony.
Today, the schools of modern Wellesley, Newton, and Concord are
overwhelmingly white, while the majority of students in nearby
Boston are black, Hispanic, or Asian. No one can rationally argue,
however, that these municipal subdivisions were intentionally orga-
nized to promote racially segregated schools.

In addition, Milliken affected Northern cities more than South-
ern cities because many urban school systems in the North are geo-
graphically small compared to the countywide systems that are
common in the South. Looking at a map of the Boston metropolitan
area, it is apparent that white parents can conveniently work in
Boston without putting their children in Boston’s schools. It is only a
short drive from Boston’s city center to the affluent and overwhelm-
ingly white communities of Brookline, Newton, or Waltham.

Critics of the Supreme Court may be right to say that Milliken
contributed to the transformation of urban school systems into racial
ghettos. Still, it is by no means certain that the demographics of the
core cities’ schools would be any different had the Supreme Court
approved the Detroit cross-district desegregation plan that was at
issue in Milliken.

Specifically, the logistics of managing metropolitan-wide deseg-
regation plans would be overwhelming, as the U. S. Supreme Court
pointed out in Milliken. The Detroit plan that the Supreme Court
considered in Milliken would have involved three-quarters of a mil-
lion students; and, if implemented, would have put enormous strains
on transportation, municipal taxing systems, and traditional notions
of local control. It seems highly unlikely that federal courts would
mandate many desegregation remedies of that magnitude even if
the Supreme Court were to allow them to do so.

Segregated Housing Patterns

A second explanation for Brown’s failure in the core cities has to
do with the nation’s housing patterns, whereby African Americans
are still largely contained within all black residential districts. Until
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African Americans and white families live together in integrated
neighborhoods, some commentators argue, no meaningful desegre-
gation will occur in urban schools.

This observation is surely correct. In fact, school desegregation
has been most successful in rural districts and the smaller cities,
where blacks and whites generally live in closer contact than in the
large metropolitan areas. For example, Louisiana’s West Feliciana
Parish, where I lived for a time, is a rural community where blacks
and white live in close proximity to one another, and which was suc-
cessfully desegregated many years ago. The school system has a
school population of about 1200 students, almost evenly split
between white and black. Since the district has only one high school,
all high school students are assigned to it without regard to race, a
simple desegregation strategy that probably incorporates what the
Supreme Court intended in Brown. Such a strategy would not be
adequate, however, in an urban district of 100,000 students where
white families and black families typically live in different residen-
tial sections of the city.

Unfortunately, those who explain racial isolation in urban
schools by pointing to segregated housing patterns have no realistic
solutions for changing this situation. No federal law or court-articu-
lated constitutional right compels adult citizens to be assigned to res-
idences by race. As a political matter, it seems unlikely that such a
law will ever be enacted. Indeed, an effective integrated housing pol-
icy is probably more unlikely than a decision by the Supreme Court
to overrule the Milliken decision. Thus to speak of Milliken or hous-
ing as core reasons for Brown’s failure is to offer very little that is
helpful in the search for a solution to racial isolation in urban schools.

Underestimating the Impact of “White Flight”

There is, however, a more useful explanation for the racial isola-
tion of inner-city school children, and it is this. During the 1960s and
early 1970s, most of the major players in the school desegregation
process—judges, attorneys, political leaders and policy makers—
failed to recognize the overwhelming impact of “white flight” on
school desegregation plans. In fact, many of the people most involved
in school desegregation refused to admit that middle-class families
were fleeing urban school districts in such massive numbers that
they were fatally undermining judicial efforts to enforce the Brown
decision. Furthermore, because they refused to admit this fact, they
failed to craft solutions that might have counteracted the mass flight
of middle class families out of the cities.
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One of the first policy scholars to address white flight forth-
rightly was James S. Coleman, the eminent social scientist and
author of the Coleman Report. In a Phi Delta Kappan article that
appeared in 1975, and which was subsequently reprinted (1979),
Coleman pointed out what now seems obvious: racial isolation of
urban school children was increasing even as segregation within
school districts was on the wane.

This increase in between-district segregation, as I have said,
results principally from the movement of whites to districts
with fewer blacks. Its increase is not checked by any policies
of desegregation of central-city districts; yet it is clear that
segregation of the future in metropolitan areas of the U.S.
will be of this sort: central-city schools nearly all black, sub-
urban schools largely white. (Coleman, 1979, p. 124)

Furthermore, Coleman suggested, the desegregation process
might actually be counterproductive. “[D]esegregation in some large
cities is certainly not solving the problem of segregation,” Coleman
wrote. “Ironically, ‘desegregation’ may be increasing segregation.
That is, eliminating central-city segregation does not help if it
increases greatly the segregation between districts through acceler-
ated white loss” (1979, p. 126).

Coleman’s article was widely criticized for its research methods,
its findings, and its conclusions. Perhaps his harshest detractors
were Thomas Pettigrew and Robert Green, who blasted Coleman in
the pages of the Harvard Educational Review in 1976. (The piece
was reprinted in a 1979 collection of essays.) Pettigrew and Green
described Coleman’s desegregation piece as methodologically flawed
and “an unprecedented campaign by a sociologist to influence public
policy” (p. 133). Most damningly, they charged that Coleman’s con-
clusions about desegregation were derived more from his personal
beliefs than his research. Although smoothly written and accompa-
nied by tables and graphs, Pettigrew and Green’s essay had a harsh
and jarring tone. Their underlying theme was that Coleman’s con-
clusions were not only incorrect, they were irresponsible.

Other prominent scholars joined in criticizing Coleman’s white
flight thesis. Gary Orfield delivered a paper at a Brookings Institute
symposium in which he stated, “It is impossible now to demonstrate
that school integration, in itself, causes substantial white flight
(quoted in Pettigrew and Green 1979, p. 153). Christine Rossell
(1979) also challenged Coleman’s desegregation research, writing
that “school desegregation causes little or no significant white flight,
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even when it is court ordered and implemented in large cities”
(p. 225). (Rossell later amended her views to acknowledge that deseg-
regation plans did lead to significant white flight under some condi-
tions.) Stanley Robin and James Rosco, two scholars from Western
Michigan University, weighed in as well, arguing that Coleman’s
research was “seriously flawed” (1976, p. 56). Roy Wilkins and Ken-
neth Clark also attacked Coleman’s work (Ravitch, 1979, p. 239), and
Robert Crain (1976) of the Rand Corporation wrote that white flight
from desegregation was not as serious as Coleman had argued.

Finally, Charles Willie, a Harvard professor who has written
and consulted on school desegregation issues over a period of many
years, rejected the argument that there might soon be too few white
children to effectively desegregate urban public schools. “It is my
contention,” Willie wrote, “that there are enough whites in central
cities now, and there will be in the future, to achieve meaningful
desegregation of their public school systems” (1981, p. 126). By 1981,
when this statement was published, any Boston parent could have
told Willie that this statement was wildly incorrect, at least in the
metropolitan area where Willie taught and resided.

A quarter of a century after Coleman’s article was published, it
is difficult to comprehend why Coleman’s observations about white
flight from inner city schools were so controversial. In retrospect it
seems clear that Coleman was basically correct in attributing some
white flight to coercive desegregation plans. The Boston experience
alone should have told Coleman’s critics that he had identified an
important problem. In 1971, before Boston was subjected to a federal
court’s desegregation order, there were 57,000 white students in the
district. By 1977, the number had dropped to 29,000. David Armor
(1980) estimated about three-fifths of this loss (16,000 students) was
attributable to desegregation activities (p. 205).

Indeed, data gathered by Christine Rossell, one of Coleman’s
earliest critics, would have confirmed Coleman’s central thesis had
it been interpreted in a reasonable way. Less than a year after Cole-
man’s Phi Delta Kappan piece appeared, Rossell presented findings
that flatly contradicted Coleman, and which concluded that manda-
tory desegregation plans had minimal impact on white flight. How-
ever, as Diane Ravitch, explained in a 1978 issue of The Public
Interest (reprinted in1979), Rossell had “selected a statistical
method that [would] show small declines even in the face of large
absolute movements.”

For example, Rossell reported that San Francisco, which was
put under a desegregation order in 1971, experienced relatively
minor white enrollment losses in the years immediately before and
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immediately after the order was imposed. In the four years prior to
the order, white losses as a percentage of total school population
were —2.9%, —1.2%, 0%, —4.1%, and .2%. In the two years after the
plan was enacted, white losses were —3.0 and —2.1. Rossell used
these figures to support her conclusion that San Francisco had expe-
rienced “no significant white flight” as a result of desegregation
(quoted by Ravitch 1979, p. 241).

However, if one examines San Francisco’s white enrollment
losses in absolute terms during the years immediately before and
after its desegregation plan went into effect, it becomes apparent
that the city experienced very significant white flight. In 1968, San
Francisco had 38,824 white students. Four years later, only 26,067
remained, a loss of 12,757 students, or about one third of the 1968
white enrollment. As Ravitch pointed out, any statistical method
that would declare such a loss to be insignificant “is, at the very
least, not very useful” (p. 248).

Ravitch then went on to report the white and minority enroll-
ments for the 29 largest school districts in the country for the years
1968 and 1976. All 29 districts had experienced significant declines
in white enrollment during those years, ranging from 16.2% in Jack-
sonville to 78.3% in Atlanta. By 1976, only 8 of the districts were
majority white (pp. 250-251). Ravitch admitted that it is impossible
to determine with certainty how much of this white flight was a
reaction to desegregation. Nevertheless, she argued, it was “unsup-
portable to claim that there [was] no effect whatsoever” (p. 253).

In short, Rossell, along with several other respected scholars,
used sophisticated statistical techniques to discredit Coleman’s
white flight thesis, even though any American who possessed the
urban school enrollment figures and had eighth grade arithmetic
skills could easily discern that Coleman was correct. Why, then, was
Coleman so bitterly attacked?

As Ravitch pointed out, the Coleman “white flight’ controversy
symbolized the struggle over the future direction of school desegre-
gation policy. “Coleman [was] urging a cautious and deliberate
approach that takes into account the possibility of ‘white flight’ and
resegregation” (p. 253). Coleman’s critics were committed to racial
balancing in the schools, without much regard for what the racial
makeup of a school district might ultimately be.

Looking back, it is hard to escape the conclusion that Coleman’s
critics lost an important opportunity to reevaluate school desegrega-
tion strategy when they rejected his concerns about white flight out
of hand. Coleman rightly predicted that the desegregation strategies
then being used would ultimately lead to a new form of segregation—
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a form in which nearly all black inner city districts would be
surrounded by suburban schools that are mostly white.

Sadly, 47 years after the Supreme Court’s Brown decision, thou-
sands of minority school children still attend schools in racial isola-
tion as if the Supreme Court had never spoken. As we begin the
twenty-first century, Brown’s promise remains unfulfilled. The ques-
tion before us then is this: What do we do now?

Facing the Truth About Urban Schools

Before answering that question, it is useful to review the status
of urban public education in the opening years of the twenty-first
century. Any honest review will show that urban school systems are
not healthy organisms with a few minor aches and pains. On the
contrary, they are deeply and seriously dysfunctional. We must face
that reality before we can decide what to do about the endemic racial
isolation of public schools in the inner cities.

Governance and Leadership Problems

First of all, many inner-city school districts have serious gover-
nance and leadership problems. In too many cities, school board
members are driven, not by the needs of children, but by racial and
ethnic politics (Applebome 1996), patronage, and naked political
ambition (Harris 1996, McAdams 2000).

David Rogers’s study of the New York City school system, pub-
lished in 1968, described the New York City Board of Education in
terms that might apply to many urban school boards even today. In
Rogers’s words, the New York City board had shaped a “politics of
futility” that allowed it to function in inefficient, unprofessional, and
undemocratic ways.

It has an almost unlimited capacity [Rogers wrote] for
absorbing protest and externalizing the blame, for confus-
ing and dividing the opposition, “seeming” to appear respon-
sive to legitimate protest by issuing sophisticated and
progressive policy statements that are poorly implemented,
if at all, and then pointing to all its paper “accomplish-
ments” over the years as evidence both of good faith and
effective performance. (p. 13)

In fact, urban school governance has been so bad in recent years
that some respect commentators have recommended an end to demo-
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cratic control of urban schools (Chubb and Moe 1990: McAdams
2000). In city after city, alternative governance structures have been
tried to bring more professionalism to urban school boards. In
Boston, for example, the city replaced a system of elected school
board members with members appointed by the mayor. Some cities
have tried to decentralize power in order to reduce school boards’ mis-
chief-making ability. Several states have passed so-called “academic
bankruptcy” provisions, permitting state agencies to take over dis-
tricts that are mismanaged or that have records of substandard stu-
dent performance. In order to discourage patronage, several states
limit school boards’ authority over the hiring process.

Thus far, however, legislative efforts to improve urban school
governance have had little impact on day-to-day school operations.
As one commentator (McDermott 2000, p. 87) pointed out:

In theory, it makes sense to replace the boards of education
that currently oversee failing school systems. In practice, the
boards themselves often do not control administrators so
much as they are controlled by them, and it is difficult to see
how replacing one source of top-down oversight with another
will improve matters much.

In addition to dysfunctional school boards, many inner-city
school systems are shackled with ineffective executive leadership.
Urban school superintendents, as Orfield and Eaton (1996) pointed
out, seldom keep their positions for more than two or three years.
Often they arrive at a school system touting a “brand-new” school
reform plan. Too often, these executive educators resign their posts
before they can be held accountable for results, frequently forced
from office by a capricious school board (Parker 1996).

Public disappointment with traditional urban school adminis-
trators has caused many urban systems to look outside the ranks of
professional educators for effective leadership (McAdams 2000,
p. 255). Los Angeles, for example, the second largest school district in
the nation, recently appointed Colorado’s former Governor Roemer to
be its new superintendent. In the year 2000, the chief executive of the
San Diego schools was Alan Bersin, an attorney; and another attor-
ney, Harold Levy, was recently appointed to head the New York school
system (Lewin 2000). A least two large urban systems—Seattle and
New Orleans—recently chose former military men to be their school
superintendent.

Both trends—briefer tenure for urban school executives and the
search for leadership outside the education profession—illustrate
the problems urban systems are having in finding competent and
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effective executive leadership. This problem, along with a trend
toward volatile, racially divisive, and politically motivated urban
school boards, are major contributors to the phenomenon of increas-
ingly dysfunctional urban school governance.

Incompetent, Poorly Trained, and “Burned Out” Teachers

Second, a great many of the educators who staff our urban
schools are incompetent, uninspired, or indifferent. Linda Darling-
Hammond, who wrote about her early teaching experience in Cam-
den, New Jersey, described an urban teaching environment that is
not atypical. As a new teacher, Darling-Hammond “found a crum-
bling warehouse high school managed by dehumanizing and some-
times cruel procedures, staffed by underprepared and often
downright unqualified teachers, an empty book room, and a curricu-
lum so rigid and narrow that teachers could barely stay awake to
teach it” (1996, p. 7).

As Darling-Hammond has noted, perhaps a quarter of the
teachers hired each year are underprepared for their assignments,
“and they are assigned disproportionately to schools and classrooms
serving the most educationally vulnerable children” (p. 6). Often our
best teachers avoid the inner-city schools or transfer out of them as
fast as they can.

Those who remain behind often experience workplace “burnout,”
a condition in which the teacher experiences feelings of alienation,
helplessness, meaninglessness, depersonalization, and emotional
exhaustion (Dworkin 1987; Maslach and Jackson 1981). Urban teach-
ers are more likely to experience burnout than suburban teachers.
LeCompte and Dworkin (1991), assessing various studies, estimated
that between one-third and two thirds of inner-city schoolteachers
may be burned out (p. 98).

The reasons for this are plain enough. Inner-city schools have
large numbers of socially and economically disadvantaged students.
Poverty, racial tension, violence, drugs, and fragmented family life
are every-day realities for many of these children; and these condi-
tions make it more difficult for them to learn (LeCompte and
Dworkin 1991, p. 108). Teaching such children can be extraordinar-
ily stressful, and teachers are often dissatisfied with the learning
outcomes they achieve. Thus it is not surprising that inner-city
teachers have especially high burnout rates.

In addition, teachers who are racially isolated in their school
setting tend to experience high levels of burnout. Typically, such
teachers are found in inner-city schools. In particular, many inner-
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city school systems operate according to desegregation plans under
the supervision of federal courts. Often these plans require teachers
to be assigned to schools by race, in approximately the same propor-
tions as the racial makeup of the district as a whole. Generally, such
orders require some white teachers to teach in schools with predom-
inately black student populations. In these situations, teachers may
experience mistrust, feelings of isolation, and sense of being
unwanted (LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991, pp. 104-105).

Too often, urban administrators practice sloppy recruiting pro-
cedures (Murnane et al. 1991) and simply refuse to document and
address poor teaching practice. Susan Moore Johnson’s classic case
study, “The case of Edna Wiley,” (1978) is an almost unbelievable
description of one urban school system’s tolerance of a tenured
teacher’s bizarre and dysfunctional behavior over a period of many
years.

Hand-in-hand with the problem of underprepared, unskilled,
and burned out teachers is the “backwardness of curriculum policy”
in schools for the poor (Darling-Hammond 1996, p. 7)—in other
words, the schools that many African American children attend.
“Because of the capacities of their teachers,” Darling-Hammond
wrote, “most classrooms serving poor and minority children continue
to provide students with significantly less engaging and effective
learning experiences.”

Several scholars have written convincingly about the need for
“culturally relevant teaching methods” when teaching African Ameri-
can children (Ladson-Billings 1994; Delpit 1995); and we now have
good scholarship on this topic. But a new curriculum, even a culturally
relevant curriculum, will not increase learning in an environment
where skilled teachers and motivated students are in short supply. In
such environments, Richard Elmore wrote, “[s]trict curriculum man-
dates would seem to hold little promise of increasing student learning,
except to reinforce adult influence against a hostile or indifferent
clientele, or possibly to tell teachers whose knowledge and skill were
low what to teach” (1987, p. 70). Or, as Thomas Sergiovanni (1992,
p. 4) put it, too many policymakers, school administrators, and acade-
mics have emphasized process over substance—satisfied if they
implement the “right method,” regardless of whether those methods
produce better outcomes for children.

General Malaise and Indifference to Children

Finally, and most disturbingly, many urban school systems seem
infected by a general malaise, difficult to describe in a few words,



26 Richard Fossey

but characterized by the dilapidated condition of urban school build-
ings, an inattention to the welfare of students, and an overall
climate of indifference. I was struck most forcefully by this phenom-
enon in 1996, when I inspected school facilities in New Orleans at
the request of the American Civil Liberties Union, which had
brought a lawsuit against the state of Louisiana in an effort to get
more financial resources for several poorly funded Louisiana school
districts. My job was to visit randomly selected New Orleans schools,
document the state of the schools’ physical facilities, and determine
whether teachers had proper credentials and adequate textbooks
and supplies.

What shocked me the most, as I went from one New Orleans
public school to another, was the condition of the restrooms, partic-
ularly in the high schools and middle schools. Almost without excep-
tion, restroom facilities were unfit for human use. In general, they
were unventilated, dirty, smelly, poorly lighted and vile. Students
had no privacy while in the restrooms, because toilet doors and stalls
had been removed. In most cases, hand-washing sinks and ventila-
tion fans were nonfunctional; and soap, towels, mirrors, and toilet
paper were almost always missing. At several schools, officials told
me the students simply did not use the school restroom facilities;
most preferred to endure physical discomfort rather than enter
these truly hellish restrooms.

Not surprisingly, other school conditions were bad as well. Some
teachers did not have enough textbooks for their students, and oth-
ers were using out-of-date books. In school after school, science lab-
oratories had become virtually inoperative due to lack of running
water, functioning ventilation hoods, equipment, chemicals, and
supplies. Many schools had leaky roofs and broken windows; few
were air conditioned or adequately wired for the proper use of com-
puters and instructional technology.

Some of what I saw in New Orleans schools can be explained, at
least in part, by a lack of money; but some cannot. Obviously, the city
of New Orleans has sufficient resources to provide school children
with toilet paper, restroom stalls, soap, and clean, well-ventilated
bathrooms. In my mind, the fact that New Orleans did not provide
these things has only one explanation—indifference and a lack of
respect for the human dignity of a school child.

Of course, one person’s observations in a single urban school dis-
trict cannot stand as an indictment of American urban education in
general. But my observations are consistent with what others have
observed and described in urban schools across the country.
Jonathan Kozol’s (1991) descriptions of schools in East Saint Louis,
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Chicago, and New York, for example, are wholly consistent with
what I saw in New Orleans.

Not only are conditions bad in many inner-city schools, but
many urban school leaders seem unable to admit this simple fact.
Several of the New Orleans schools I visited had posted cheerfully
optimistic posters, prepared by the school district’s central office,
boasting about lowered dropout rates and improved standardized
test scores. These representations were totally inconsistent with the
squalid conditions I encountered and with what state education
records revealed about the district’s on-time graduation rates.

What Do We Do Now?

Ideas about how to improve urban schools are plentiful. Hun-
dreds of books, research articles and scholarly papers have
addressed the topic. There are research centers and scholarly jour-
nals devoted entirely to urban education. It is fair to say that we
have gathered sufficient research on urban school reform; indeed, we
may have accumulated more than we need.

It is not the purpose of this essay to add to this list of nostrums
for fixing inner-city schools. Instead, I suggest that we examine
urban schools from a new perspective—a perspective of cold, stark
realism, and that we then attack urban school problems from this
new perspective.

First of all, it is time to admit that school desegregation in many
urban districts is over. James Coleman’s concerns about white
flight—made in the early 1970s—were perceptive and accurate. The
nation ignored Coleman’s warnings and listened to his detractors—
Gary Orfield, Christine Rossell, Charles Willie and others; and we
need only stroll the corridors of an inner-city high school to see
where that decision brought us. In urban districts where white stu-
dents are substantially in the minority, policymakers, attorneys and
judges should quit tinkering with desegregation strategies and let
school officials educate students without regard to maintaining
racial balance.

I am not suggesting that we retreat from the moral principles of
the Brown decision. Brown’s simple holding—that American school
children deserve equal educational opportunities regardless of
race—is the nation’s supreme moral statement of the twentieth cen-
tury. Moreover, many of the strategies that were developed to imple-
ment Brown—flawed though some of them turned out to be—still
have application in the nation’s new large school districts, where a
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high percentage of white children go to school with minority school
children. Most of these districts are in the South and the West.

Nevertheless, in cities like Atlanta, Dallas, Detroit, Memphis,
New Orleans, Washington, DC and a string of other cities, we must
admit that most black children attend school in racial isolation and
that this reality is not going to change in our lifetimes. In those
communities, the job of the schools is to prepare children who live
and study in racial isolation for the opportunities that exist in the
larger world.

Second, we must face another stark reality about inner-city
schools. Outside the selective, magnet-style schools, education in the
minority-dominated urban districts is on the verge of collapse. Edu-
cational researchers tend to portray urban schools as basically
sound educational environments, which only need a bit of policy
advice and guidance to function at a higher level of adequacy. This is
not correct. Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities paints a true por-
trait of the typical inner-city school; and it is a picture of squalor,
chaos, and indifference to children’s needs. Any researcher or poli-
cymaker who offers a rosier picture is not providing useful or accu-
rate information.

Finally, we must face a third stark reality about urban educa-
tion: school desegregation failed in the inner cities for essentially
one reason: many of the people who implemented it—judges, attor-
neys, court-appointed experts, school board members, union offi-
cials, and professional educators—never intended to disturb the
status quo of public education. Thus, the long years since Brown v.
Board of Education are a history of mechanical and ineffective
remedies—forced busing, magnet schools, race-based staffing
ratios, special intervention programs for “at risk students,” etc.—
while African American children continued to huddle in racially iso-
lated schools where they could not even decently go to the
bathroom. During all this time, the teachers’ unions, urban school
boards, state education departments, and affluent suburban school
districts continued doing business as usual.

Paulo Freiere’s work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), which is
based on his experience with repressive Latin American regimes, is
useful for understanding why fifty years of school desegregation has
been so ineffective. According to Freire, the oppressors (in this case
the education industry’s various special interest groups) can never
be relied upon to liberate the oppressed.

The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of
their power, cannot find in this power the strength to liber-
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ate either the oppressed or themselves. . . . Any attempt to
“soften” the power of the oppressor in deference to the weak-
ness of the oppressed almost always manifests itself in the
form of false generosity; indeed, the attempt never goes
beyond this. In order to have the continued opportunity to
express their “generosity,” the oppressors must perpetuate
injustice as well. An unjust social order is the permanent
fount of this “generosity,” which is nourished by death,
despair, and poverty. (p. 44)

Thus, school desegregation became “an instrument of dehumaniza-
tion,” which began with the “egoistic interests of the oppressors” and
which made the oppressed the objects of paternalistic humanitari-
anism (p. 54). (In fact, false generosity probably explains why liberal
minded social scientists reacted so negatively to James Coleman’s
accurate observation in the early 1970s that school desegregation
was simply not working.)

In Freire’s view, the liberation of the oppressed can never be
achieved through the “false charity” of the oppressor. It can only be
achieved when the oppressed recognize the reality of their oppres-
sion and begin working toward the transformation of the world, of
themselves, and of their oppressors. For Freire, this transforma-
tional work by the oppressed is an act of love that restores not only
their own humanity, but also the humanity of their oppressors as
well (1970, p. 56).

Obviously, Freire’s work is deeply moral. It is not surprising
that his work has found expression in liberation theology, which has
greatly influenced Catholic thought, particularly in Latin America.
Is it possible that Freire’s vision of liberation for the oppressed could
be introduced into school desegregation policy? More specifically, is
it possible, that education policy makers might allow inner-city fam-
ilies to take control of their children’s educational destinies them-
selves, instead of being forced to rely on the “false generosity” of the
courts and the special interest groups that have controlled the school
desegregation process throughout its 50-year history?

It seems unlikely. Indeed, most mainstream educational scholars
and policymakers recoil from any proposal that would radically alter
the basic status quo in public education. This view largely explains the
deep resistance of educational constituencies to voucher proposals,
which are seen as an insidious plot to undermine the public schools.

This is unfortunate, because school desegregation has been a
disaster in the inner cities. False generosity—court-imposed deseg-
regation remedies, advice from so-called desegregation experts, and
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the policies implemented by various education agencies—have left
the inner city school schools racially isolated and dysfunctional. To
solve this calamity, the oppressed themselves must have the power
to throw off oppression—and this includes the power to choose an
alternative to public education.

In other words, the transformation of inner-city education
depends, and depends quite heavily, on the adoption of some form of
vouchers and family choice. In particular, inner-city families should
have access to Catholic parochial schools—institutions that recog-
nize the humanity of oppressed children as an act of faith.

So far, public opinion is hotly divided about voucher programs
that include religious schools; and the courts have not offered much
encouragement. Indeed, Justice Clarence Thomas, in Mitchell v.
Helms (2000), bluntly suggested that the courts’ hostility to public
funding for religious education is based not on high-minded concerns
about the separation of church and state, but anti-Catholic bigotry.

But the public and judicial climate may change. After all,
Canada permits government support of church-sponsored schools,
and no one can seriously argue that Canadian education has been
hurt by that practice. Two things are certain: the status quo is not an
option for public education in the inner cities, and current desegre-
gation strategies have not worked for inner city children. We are
now faced with two choices—we can continue to engage in false gen-
erosity—implementing a failed school desegregation policy while
refusing inner-city families any alternatives to the public education’s
status quo. Or we can insist on decent education for racially isolated
inner-city school children. If we choose the second option, it is time
for American education policy to become more welcoming to vouch-
ers, family choice, and religious schools.
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Chapter 2

The Need for Issues-Driven School
Funding Reform in Urban Schools

Neil Theobald

The previous chapter in this volume demonstrates the crucial
roles that both federal and state governments have played since the
1950s in regulating the operation of urban schools. This chapter
focuses on the impact of school finance reform on urban districts
during this period. Therefore, it necessarily focuses on state—rather
than federal—actions. Although the federal government in the last
twenty years has often used “bully pulpit” pronouncements (Jung
and Kirst 1986) to enforce its agenda for urban schools, its role in
paying for these initiatives is quite limited. The federal share of total
public school revenue peaked in the late 1970s at 9.8 percent and
currently stands at less than 7 percent (National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics [NCES] 2000, 174). An attempt by an urban school
parent to force a more substantial involvement by the federal gov-
ernment in K-12 funding was blocked by the U.S. Supreme Court in
San Antonio v. Rodriguez (1973), which held that education is not a
fundamental right under the U.S. Constitution.

States, though, play a much more central role in public educa-
tion. Each of the fifty state constitutions recognizes that public
schools are the responsibility of state government. Thus, it has
always been clear that state governments have had the legal power
to regulate the operations of urban schools in their states. Yet, for
much of our nation’s history, states delegated all executive power
and even many legislative powers (e.g., the power to tax property)
to local school boards.

The last two decades of the twentieth century, though, marked a
major change in this general pattern of limited state involvement in
the operations of public schools. Although states have publicized
decentralization policies, they have added significantly to the volume
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of regulations imposed on schools in what Mazzoni (1994, 53)
describes as an “extraordinary eruption” of policy activity. In the
years since 1980, “state after state, usually led by their governors,
enacted significant legislative reforms to their public schools” (Bull
1998, 194). This shift in initiative, away from local school boards and
towards state-level institutions, has been particularly stark in the
school finance arena.

A host of factors contribute to this move by states to take on a
greater role in the funding of public schools. One is the “new feder-
alism” that pushed much of the educational responsibility that the
federal government had collected in the 1960s back to the states.
Also, the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 “connected the
American public’s worries about the nation’s economic future to the
performance of its schools” (Bull 2000a, 108). Driven by this widely
perceived linkage between high quality schooling and a state’s eco-
nomic growth,

Many states asserted their interest in domains that had
been the province of individual schools and school districts
or professional organizations. States chose to hold schools
accountable to state-articulated standards through an array
of monitoring and sanctioning tactics such as publicizing
test scores, labeling and ranking schools, issuing bonuses to
“high performing” schools, placing struggling schools on
watch-lists, and threatening reconstitution or privatization.
(Malen and Muncey 2000, 217)

The pivotal factor, though, has been school finance litigation.
Although state constitutions create a state-level duty to support pub-
lic education, allowing local funding of public schools has resulted in
significant funding disparities among many states’ public schools.
Persons disadvantaged by these funding disparities have challenged
state funding systems based on local wealth, resulting in significant
litigation. Since 1975, state courts have struck down the school fund-
ing systems of seventeen states. As we enter a new century, twelve
states have school funding litigation pending at some level.

Yet, despite these decades of court-ordered funding remedies,
the most needy children continue to be concentrated in schools with-
out a corresponding concentration of the resources necessary to meet
those children’s needs (Kantor and Brenzel 1992; Kozol 1991). This
chapter traces the impact of school finance reform on urban districts
in three states that implemented new funding systems during dif-
ferent phases of the evolving federal reform context of the late twen-
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tieth century. The state of Washington rewrote its school funding for-
mula in the mid-1970s during a wave of federal reform that empha-
sized equalizing opportunity. Indiana followed suit fifteen years
later, following the publication of a considerable body of research evi-
dence describing the unique educational problems of poor and
minority students (Fordham and Ogbu 1986; Weinberg 1986; Wilson
1987). At the end of the century, Ohio developed a school-funding
plan that reflects the refocusing of federal attention on educational
outcomes. How have these reforms impacted the lives of urban chil-
dren? Why have such reforms often proved unsuccessful in breaking
the nexus between student background characteristics and school
resources?

This chapter first provides a brief review of the historical con-
text in each state to help explain how the selected reforms came
about. It then examines the ideologies that guide the reformers and
their critics, as a way of discerning how politics informed these new
funding policies. The next two sections identify the theoretical
claims about processes and outcomes (both intended and unintended
consequences) in the reforms and the critiques and assess the
research relative to the ideological and theoretical claims. The con-
cluding section outlines an alternative hypothesis based on this
review that seeks to assist policymakers in tying their school fund-
ing systems more closely to the goals and aspirations they hold for
their state’s schools.

Historical Context

Washington

Washington historically maintained a relatively high level of
state financial support for K—12 public schools. In the early 1960s,
school districts nationally received about 40 percent of their revenue
from state sources, whereas Washington school districts generated
more than 60 percent of their revenue from state coffers (NCES
1965, 55). During the next decade, however, the mix of state and
local revenues used to support Washington’s public schools shifted
dramatically. Local revenue sources increased in importance and
dependence upon state money dropped so that, by the early 1970s,
Washington’s schools received barely one-half of their revenue from
state coffers (NCES 1975, 61).

In 1977, Washington’s school finance system was declared uncon-
stitutional because of this increased reliance on local property taxes
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to provide basic education. The school funding package approved in
1977 by the Washington legislature sought to equalize opportunities
across school districts by funding all districts based on statewide
averages. The Washington formula contains no adjustments for local
socioeconomic characteristics (e.g., variations in the percentage of
poor students) or for the local costs of living. This relatively uniform,
statewide system, which has now been in place for almost twenty-five
years, continues to raise concerns about its impact on urban schools
(Theobald 1994; Theobald 2000; Theobald and Hanna 1991).

Indiana

Indiana, on the other hand, had historically maintained a rela-
tively low level of state financial support for K-12 public schools. In
1973, in a precursor to what was to occur in California two years
later, Indiana froze local property tax levies. Although the 1973 leg-
islation succeeded in lowering property taxes (Indiana Fiscal Policy
Institute 1994), critics charged that the state made only marginal
progress in narrowing revenue disparities among school districts
(Johnson and Lehnan 1993).

In 1987, five Indiana school districts filed a lawsuit challenging
the school funding system’s constitutionality (Lake Central et al. v.
State of Indiana et al. 1987). Lake Central argued that allowing prop-
erty-rich school districts to generate more revenue than property-poor
districts violated the equal protection clause of the state constitution
and that the state was not meaning its constitutional duty to provide
for a general and uniform system of schools. Five years later, the state
reached an out-of-court settlement with the Lake Central plaintiffs
that called for additional state funding for property-poor districts.

In addition to this goal of eliminating the effect of a school dis-
trict’s property wealth on its operating revenue, though, the school
funding formula that passed the Indiana General Assembly in 1993
also explicitly sought to provide higher funding to school districts with
more disadvantaged students. Theobald (2001) shows that in the
1990s, Indiana’s new formula increased the share of school revenues
being provided to Indiana school districts educating large percentages
of minority students and maintained the per-pupil funding advantage
that exists for districts educating large numbers of poor students.

Ohio

Ohio, like Indiana, historically had maintained a relatively low
level of state financial support for K-12 public schools. Yet, the prop-



The Need for Issues-Driven School Funding 37

erty tax freeze that significantly increased the state share of revenue
in Indiana did not occur in Ohio. As a result, concerns about the level
of property taxes have remained coupled to discussions of school
funding throughout the state’s twenty-five-year search for a formula
that is fair both to taxpayers and to children. The Ohio Supreme
Court ruled against a constitutional challenge raised by the Cincin-
nati school board in 1979, basing their decision on the principle of
local control of schools: “We conclude that local control provides a
rationale basis supporting the disparity in per pupil expenditures in
Ohio’s school districts” (Cincinnati School District Board of Educa-
tion v. Walter 1979).

Discontent, though, continued to grow and in 1991 a coalition of
school districts sued the state, claiming that the current school fund-
ing system failed to meet Ohio’s constitutional requirement for a
thorough and efficient system of common schools. In 1997, the Ohio
Supreme Court found in favor of the plaintiff school districts
(DeRolph v. State 1997).

In the current outcomes-oriented reform context, the Ohio Gen-
eral Assembly devised a new school funding process based upon
average expenditures of school districts that are deemed effective in
meeting state-specified performance indicators. However, in 2000,
the Ohio Supreme Court ruled this response to be insufficient to
meet the requirements of their earlier decision. The Ohio Supreme
Court stated that proficiency tests “Need, most importantly, to be
accompanied by a thoughtful, comprehensive, sustained strategy for
strengthening the capacity of teachers, principals, and other educa-
tion professionals to change their practice, and a commitment to pro-
vide extra resources and support to students and schools who start
out furthest from the goal line” (DeRolph v. State 2000, 76-77).
According to the plaintiffs in the case, “standards must necessarily
include reference to the additional needs of pupils residing in condi-
tions of poverty, both in the cities and in the rural areas of Ohio”
(Equity and Adequacy Coalition 2000, 5). The Ohio General Assem-
bly is required to submit a new school finance package for Supreme
Court review by June 15, 2001.

Ideologies

For most of our country’s history, the balance between state reg-
ulation and local control tilted heavily towards the latter. In retro-
spect, observers often cite financial considerations as one of the
major forces in explaining this tilt. Until the twentieth century, local
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sources provided all or nearly all school revenue. As late as the
1929-30 school year, local taxes accounted for 83 percent of total
public school revenue (NCES 2000, 174). In such an environment, it
is easy to see how a strong tradition of local control of schools would
naturally develop.

It is unclear, though, whether high levels of local funding forged
the preference for local control or whether high levels of local fund-
ing were simply a manifestation of America’s long-standing and
deeply embedded fear of large government. Our noncentralized, fed-
eral system of government is based on the Founding Fathers unwill-
ingness to trust central government with the supervision of the
people’s liberties. In a like fashion, a noncentralized, local system of
school funding could find its basis in Americans’ unwillingness to
trust central government with the supervision of their children’s
education. Local people clearly believed they knew the community
and its children the best. High levels of local funding for schools kept
locals—and not the state—as the primary decision makers with
regard to their children’s education.

Contemporary observers, though, did not cast local control
strictly as a matter of “those who pay the piper call the tune.” Orga-
nizational theorists joined in the support of local control by contend-
ing that the practice allowed schools to adapt to the diverse
conditions they faced in the communities in which they were located.
According to this view “a large measure of local control is necessary
if the public school system is to fulfill its function in a dynamic soci-
ety” (Holmstedt 1940, 45). The primary value of this organizational
structure was that it permitted variety and flexibility in school sys-
tems. “There must be freedom in the school system to experiment,
invent, and adapt, and these are possible only when external
restraints are absent” (46).

Throughout the United States, though, state governments in
the last two decades have moved into new terrain, especially with
regard to urban schools, by limiting local taxation, mandating high
stakes testing of students, and by creating charter schools. These
assertive actions reflect more than incremental adjustments of long-
standing views. They mirror a competing conception of the appro-
priate balance between state regulation and local autonomy.
Whether viewed historically, legally, or politically, this competing
ideology resurfaces directly as part of governance debates and judi-
cial interpretations in each of these three states.

In Washington, a report issued by a former state budget director
(Miller 1975) blamed efforts by “wealthy school districts” to reduce
class size, expand course offerings, and provide “disproportionate
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salary increases” for causing Washington’s school funding problems.
At this time, the national agenda for public schools centered around
the Serrano principle—educational spending should not be a func-
tion of the wealth of the local community, but instead should be a
function of the wealth of the state as a whole. Thus, the centerpiece
of school finance reform in Washington became teacher salary con-
trols. Proponents of limits on teacher salaries argued that the legis-
lature should place restrictions on teacher salaries in order to
ensure that “wealthy” districts did not “continue to pass high levies,
improve programs, and continue to increase the diversity among dis-
tricts. This was the opposite of what the Legislature wanted” (Reff
1982, 58-59).

Critics of this reform effort point out that the wealthy districts
targeted by school finance reform in Washington were primarily
urban school districts. In order to attract and retain quality teachers
into these urban districts, they paid salaries that were above the
state average. As a result of school finance reform, though, average
salaries for teachers in urban districts in the 1980s fell below the
state average. Critics cite evidence that, at least partially as a result
of these lower salaries, teachers were significantly more likely to
leave teaching positions in urban school districts during the 1980s
than they were elsewhere in the state (Theobald 1990). Novice
teachers in urban districts, which are predominantly in the Puget
Sound region, continue to receive salaries that provide 11-14 per-
cent less purchasing power than salaries paid in school districts in
other, less costly regions of the state (see Table 2.1).

School finance reform in Indiana, on the other hand, was driven
much less by national reform agendas. Instead, state legislative staff
developed eight explicit goals for school finance reform: (1) increase
school revenue per pupil; (2) provide higher funding to school dis-
tricts with more disadvantaged students; (3) equalize school revenue
per pupil across school districts; (4) increase the share of school rev-
enue provided by the state; (5) eliminate the effect of a school dis-
trict’s property wealth on its operating revenue; (6) make a school
district’s general fund property tax rate depend on the revenue it
receives per pupil; (7) limit increases in property tax rates; and (8)
equalize property tax rates across school districts.

Critics of this reform point out that suburban schools, whose rel-
atively high per pupil revenue levels at the beginning of the 1990s
were based on their relative high property wealth (see Goal 5 above),
received funding increases in the 1990s that were one-third less
than other schools in the state. In addition, rural and town schools,
whose general fund property tax rates were well below the state



40 Neil Theobald

TABLE 2.1
Purchasing Power of Total Novice®
Teacher Pay” in Seven Washington Communities

199899 School Year
1998-99

1998-99 Relative Difference

Novice Novice in

Teacher Total Relative Percentage
School Total Purchasing Purchasing Below
District Salary Power Power Highest
Kennewick $25,134 $25,414 $0 0.0%
Tacoma $25,856 $24,879 —$534 —2.1%
Spokane $25,127 $23,908 ~$1,506 —5.9%
Wenatchee $24,534 $23,344 —$2,070 —-8.1%
Everett $25,944 $22,698 -$2,716 —-10.7%
Vancouver $23,568 $22,088 —$3,326 -13.1%
Seattle $24,597 $21,519 —$3,894 —15.3%

20ne year of teaching experience and a baccalaureate degree.

"Estimated using sum of actual base salary and the district’s average supplemen-
tal contract per FTE Certified Instructional Staff for additional time-related cer-
tificated assignments (duty suffix 2) and not time-related certificated assignments
(duty suffix 1).

average (see Goal 8 above), saw sizable tax rate increases during the
decade. Supporters of the reform initiative are usually quick to
observe that urban schools, whose general fund property tax rates
were well above the state average, have seen tax rate decrease dur-
ing the decade.

School finance reform in Ohio has occurred under a very differ-
ent ideological framework than either Washington or Indiana.
Although the plaintiffs’ lawsuits in Ohio (DeRolph v. State 1997,
DeRolph v. State 2000) dealt with similar equal opportunity issues
as had been decided earlier in Washington and Indiana, it is clear
from interviews conducted with nearly sixty stakeholders in Ohio
that schooling outcomes, and not financial inputs, are seen as “the
best measure of the state’s success in meeting its constitutional
obligation” (Theobald and Bull 2000, 30).

This approach has led to an ideological clash between state
policy makers and parents, who are criticized by state officials for
not being “on board” with the state’s program. The disconnection
between the views of state-level leaders and parents seems to be
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based primarily on the opposite perspectives these two groups
have of K—12 schools. As one state official put it, the state’s focus is
on “What am I getting for my money, and if you want more, what
more am I going to get? And how are you going to measure that in
a way that I can understand it, that’s tangible, that I can see it”
(Theobald and Bull 2000, 28). Parents, on the other hand, tended
to focus much more on local views. They worried that “the out-
comes that the test makers think are important will trump the val-
ues that the community, which supports the schools, thinks are
important. If we aren’t careful here, we could end up cutting pro-
grams that the local community [supports]” (Theobald and Bull
2000, 28). The type of “tangible” outcomes parents tended to
emphasize were much more related to the quality of students’
experiences. Their goals for the state’s schools focused more
broadly on how responsive the schools were to their children’s
social, emotional, and academic needs.

Theoretical Claims

Garms, Guthrie, and Pierce (1978), Boyd (1984), and Monk
(1990) treat equity, efficiency, and liberty “as the basic and funda-
mental goals that societies pursue when resources are allocated for
education” (Monk 1990, xvi). Although it is too simplistic to argue
that school finance reform seeks to further only one of these aims,
Mitchell and Encarnation (1984) find “a strong historical tendency
for states to pursue only one goal at a time, neglecting or suppress-
ing the others” (9). One way to distinguish between different states’
school finance reforms, therefore, is to see them as implicit endorse-
ments of one of these three competing values.

Liberty-Enhancing Structures

Traditionally, the states’ focus in school finance has been to pro-
mote local autonomy. By leaving funding decisions to local school
boards, states sought to provide freedom for school districts to adapt
to the diverse conditions they face in the communities in which they
are located. Critics, though, point out that although liberty-enhanc-
ing structures provide freedom to choose, they include the freedom
to choose incorrectly. From the critics’ perspective, the externalities
generated by potentially poor local decisions (e.g., “disproportionate
salary increases” in urban districts, insufficient focus on student
performance) outweigh Americans’ long-held preference for local
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control of schools. State regulations are seen the most cost-effective
way to achieve higher levels of student performance and therefore
the economic and social benefits that are thought to come in the
wake of improved student performance.

Defenders of these liberty-enhancing structures counter that
state regulations often attempt to engender equal treatment for peo-
ple who may, in fact, be very different from each other. For example,
funding based on state-wide averages may produce the semblance of
equality, but this equality is purchased by severely restricting the
capacity of school districts to respond flexibly to unique local condi-
tions. As Comer (1988) pointed out, the ability of schools to respond
flexibly to students’ needs is particularly important in educating
poor minority youth.

Equity-Enhancing Structures

Equity-enhancing school-funding structures initially emanated
from school finance litigation in the 1970s. By centralizing school
funding decisions at the state level, these reforms attempt to equal-
ize the ability of school districts to raise funds and provide more
equal opportunities for students. Observers point to the experiences
of states that have centralized their school-funding systems and
argue that the resulting reform legislation tends to disadvantage
urban schools (Theobald and Picus 1991). Legislators from mostly
white, middle-income districts can focus their energy on passing
school funding measures that benefit children and teachers within
their legislative districts, whereas legislators from predominantly
urban areas have greater difficulty organizing themselves around a
single issue because, more than their suburban and rural counter-
parts, they must constantly balance the needs of the public schools
against funding for extremely popular social and criminal justice
programs. To garner sufficient legislative support for the noneduca-
tional programs that are of great importance to urban voters, large
city legislators are seen as being under pressure to accept school
funding packages that place large city districts at a disadvantage.

In addition, intrastate acrimony toward urban communities,
driven by a wide variety of economic and sociological factors, can
play a significant role in highly centralized funding systems.
Theobald and Picus (1991) point-out, “thinly veiled anti-Seattle or
anti-Los Angeles school funding measures have been implemented
in the Washington and California legislatures; both are widely pop-
ular throughout the remainder of their respective states. In a situa-
tion where very little local funding leeway is permitted, the impact



The Need for Issues-Driven School Funding 43

of such measures on the education of inner city students is immedi-
ate and noticeable” (5).

Proponents of equity-enhancing school-funding structures point
out that school attendance is compulsory. By requiring children to
spend more than a tenth of their expected life span in school, it is
argued, a state incurs a moral and legal obligation to support schools
in ways that are congruent with its ideals. Although a state’s respon-
sibility for many aspects of children’s lives is at best indirect and lim-
ited, its constitutional obligation for providing an equitable system of
public schools is both direct and clear. For these individuals, the trade-
offs cited by critics are reflections of social prejudice. “In retrospect, it
probably should have been recognized that the structural, political
and fiscal forces that gave rise to inequitable distributions were not
going to be easy to reverse, even with reform” (Berne 1988, 173—-74).

Efficiency-Enhancing Structures

Efficiency-enhancing initiatives are based on the belief that a
state’s school funding system should simultaneously increase
demands on the K-12 education system, reduce discretion of deci-
sion-making parties within the system, and hold schools more
responsible for performance. Critics of this approach charge that
reducing local discretion highlights a fundamental dissimilarity
between local school boards and state legislatures. Although the con-
stituents served by school boards are the same people who elect
them, strict state regulation creates finance systems that expect leg-
islators to put the interests of all of the state’s children ahead of the
interests of only those children in their particular legislative district.
If they do not, local school districts are powerless to generate the
incremental dollars needed to address emerging local needs.

Proponents of efficiency-enhancing reforms press the need to
alter incentives to make performance count in urban schools. “Alter-
ing incentives responds to the fact that the school finance system
historically has operated almost in isolation from educational per-
formance, in that educational goals and desired outcomes have sel-
dom been reflected in pay for teachers or budgets for schools”
(National Research Council 1999, 9).

Assessing the Research Relative to the Claims

The desirability of school-finance reforms enacted in the last two
decades of the twentieth century are subject of strong disagreement
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because core societal values such as liberty, equity, and efficiency are
at stake. In addition, commonly held assumptions about which lev-
els of government hold the comparative advantage in promoting
these values have not always proven to be accurate. Galvin (2000)
shows that both states and local schools have worked to extend edu-
cational opportunities and perpetuate ingrained inequities; both have
a place in the press for efficiency; and both have worked to protect
and restrict individual and institutional freedom.

In addition, neither state governments nor local school districts
have mobilized on behalf of policies that might tackle some of the
underlying causes of educational problems. For example, efforts to
redistribute wealth, expand the scope of promising interventions, or
otherwise confront the life-conditions as well as the learning oppor-
tunities of children are few and far between (Anyon 1997; Edelman
1987; Schorr 1988; Tyack and Cuban 1995).

What is clear, though, is that these school finance reforms
reflect a power shift from schools to the state. This shift is both
noticeable and consequential. In the traditional pattern, schools had
considerable latitude in terms of the educational revenues they
could raise and the particular programs and priorities they could
pursue. They were accountable to their local constituents in that
they recognized the importance of cultivating positive sentiments
toward and public confidence in public schools. Although scholars
regularly questioned whether local schools were really open to lay
influence and whether they operated as responsibly and efficiently
as proponents of “liberty-enhancing” school-finance models sug-
gested, this arrangement prevailed in many states (e.g., Boyd 1976;
Burlingame 1988; First and Walberg 1992; McDermott 1999; Ziegler
and Jennings 1974).

With the onset of the extensive state activism in school finance in
the last twenty years of the twentieth century, the dynamics changed
markedly. Relying primarily on their regulatory and their purse-
string authority to craft mandates and incentives, state governments
adopted a more aggressive and intrusive stance. States have become
more prescriptive about both “the purposes for which the school funds
available to localities are to be used and the education means by
which those purposes are to be pursued” (Bull 2000b, 22).

The move by state policymakers in Ohio to introduce vouchers
in Cleveland clearly reflects a second trend that is evident in school
reform in the last two decades of the twentieth century: greater
reliance on market mechanisms to encourage efficiency. Ohio has
also joined most other states in intensifying its use of bureaucratic
controls through the imposition of “high stakes” testing programs,
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school report cards, and other publicly disseminated indicators of
organizational performance. As a result, thrity-nine school districts
in Ohio, including nearly all urban districts in the state, have been
deemed “Academic Emergency” districts and are subject to tighter
state control.

As states move towards these accountability-driven, efficiency-
oriented reforms, other social values, such as equity and liberty,
receive less attention. Issues of excellence and economic growth often
superseded issues of equity and liberty in recent educational reform
efforts (Boyd 1988; Howe 1991). Through regulations at the state
level, and “bully pulpit” pronouncements at the federal level, both lev-
els of government seemed to be seeking dramatic and inexpensive
ways to foster efficiency even if the mechanisms they employed were
ignoring, jeopardizing or, in some cases trumping, efforts to foster
equity and protect liberty (Clark and Astuto 1986; Howe 1991).

Further, states’ willingness to consider policies that might break
up public education, augmented by the federal government’s
endorsement of choice experiments, challenged the status of public
schools and signaled a change in the values emphasized and the
mechanisms used to deliver educational programs and services.
Some of the multiple school choice plans and charter-school propos-
als tried to preempt equity concerns in the rhetoric if not the design
of their initiatives. Nonetheless, the primary appeal appeared to be
that altered incentives will force schools to become more efficient in
the production of services.

These and other indicators suggest that states have emphasized
efficiency-oriented policies. Reflecting this emphasis, states used
their funding systems to leverage marked changes in the governance
of urban districts as well as to focus attention on desired changes in
performance. For instance, states have withheld funds, pending the
negotiation of “state-local partnerships” that substantially alter gov-
ernmental roles and relationships in select urban areas (Henig et al.
1999; Orr 1999). Overall, states have put the focus on financial (as
well as reputational) incentives and sanctions rather than fiscal and
programmatic entitlements.

Although governmental actions at any level of the system defy
precise prediction, it seems that state activism in school finance may
well be here to stay. In addition, the high economic and educational
stakes now attached to school-funding reform suggest that states are
likely to continue their focus on performance and efficiency. Given
the challenge urban districts face in demonstrating significant gains
on test-based accountability measures, the frustration that comes
with reports of “flat” or “declining” scores, the embarrassment that
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accompanies exposes on various schemes devised to artificially and
dishonestly increase test scores, and the impatience that smolders
as policy elites await the results they seek, school finance reform
may actually become more aggressive and more punitive.

Yet, attempts in Ohio to follow this national pattern have found
state policy makers frustrated by “the inability of the state to have
parents follow through at home to enhance their children’s perfor-
mance on state proficiency tests. A prominent legislator holds that
“our greatest failure is engaging parents” (Theobald and Bull, 28).
If the schism found in Ohio is typical, states clearly face a great chal-
lenge in moving down the current path of refocusing school-finance
reform on educational outcomes. Proficiency tests provide an answer
to the business community’s queries of “what are we getting for this
extra spending?” Parents, though, who are seen as the linchpin for
success, place much greater emphasis on schools that are caring and
responsive to student total needs.

An Alternative Hypothesis

In many states, school finance reform in the last two decades
has been driven by national networks, coalitions, and advocacy
groups that explicitly seek to exert agenda-setting influence on state
legislatures around school-finance issues (Kaplan and Usdan 1992;
Mazzoni 2000). To the extent that these efforts are successful, state
policymakers face the risk of being prematurely pushed to the “solu-
tion stage” of their state’s school-funding process without ensuring
that the proposed reform synchronizes with their state’s goals and
aspirations. Although the agenda put forward by a national organi-
zation may sometimes be applicable in a state, the experiences of
Washington, Indiana, and Ohio suggest that one-size-fits-all solu-
tions can lead to unintended consequences, particularly for urban
schools, that can be remedied by a more issues-driven school-funding
reform approach. As state legislatures are forced to respond to agen-
das set on the national stage, policymakers face a continual need to
ensure that the solutions proposed target the highest priorities that
they and their constituents hold for their states’ K—12 schools.

In order to tie school-funding reform better to state goals, there
is a real need to develop two sets of capacities. First, states need to
be able to gather critical information about the definition and nature
of the state’s school-funding problems, as well as possible solutions.
In this way, policymakers can begin to build a consensus across the
education, government, and business communities about what the
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state wants to achieve through its school funding system and, how
best to work together to achieve these goals. Second, states need to
develop a process for monitoring the overall effects of changes it
makes to the state’s school-funding system. This capacity enables
legislatures in these states to modify continuously their funding sys-
tems in order to achieve the general goals for which they are
enacted. In addition, states need information on the unintended side
effects of legislative actions so that legislators can reassess the value
of achieving those goals in light of other consequences.

Lacking a focused issues-driven approach—in the current envi-
ronment where states are increasingly being called upon to fund
school-funding “solutions” that are part of a national education
agenda—policymakers could find themselves allocating limited state
dollars to school-funding reforms that relate only tangentially to
state needs. An issues-oriented approach instead encourages policy-
makers not to rush toward solutions until they have carefully
answered the question, “What is this a solution for?” Then a “solu-
tion” can be crafted around the particular issues, concerns, and val-
ues of that state’s citizens. Goals must precede solutions.

This approach is currently being used in the very different polit-
ical contexts of Indiana and Ohio. The goals that result from these
two processes (Theobald 2000; Theobald and Bull 2000) reflect quite
different policy concerns. Despite the elements of disagreement—or
more accurately, because of the elements of disagreement—policy-
makers in both states found the process described in this report very
helpful. The divergence in the destinations sought by Indiana and
Ohio underscores the difficulty of responding to local hopes, dreams,
and realities with a one-size-fits-all agenda put forward by parties
outside the state. Instead, policymakers in these two states empha-
size the critical importance of driving school-finance reform by focus-
ing on the issues of greatest importance in their own states. The
wide differences in the school funding issues facing these two mid-
western states reinforce the necessity of goals preceding solutions.

By identifying a consensus about goals for a state’s system of
school funding, the issues-driven process is intended to provide an
objective, nonpartisan basis for the logical next step, which is to
determine specific funding proposals that lead to the achievement of
the goals that make up the consensus agenda. This process is
designed to shield decision makers from being rushed prematurely
towards crafting solutions. Instead, it allows policymakers to under-
take the systematic analysis and deliberation needed to understand
the nature of the challenges facing them and to reach agreement
about what would constitute satisfactory progress in overcoming
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these challenges. Moreover, this approach provides the basis for an
ongoing process. A funding strategy that meets state objectives ade-
quately at a particular point in time is likely to be inadequate at
some future time.

At least two caveats must be considered in this process, though.
First, it must be recognized that the information generated by an
issues-driven process will be used in the larger political context of a
state legislature. A dominant view in policy research is that policy-
makers fasten upon information that affirms their convictions and
use it to advance their goals and preferences. The alternative
process described here does not attempt to substitute information for
politics. Instead, it attempts to integrate politics into the informa-
tion-generating process by seeking to ascertain points of consensus
among policymakers and interest groups regarding key pieces of the
debate over how best to finance the schools.

Second, it is possible for individual points of consensus to be
inconsistent with one another. Experience suggests that as long as
the debate is highly abstract, it is relatively easy to “paper-over” dif-
ferences in points of view with lofty rhetoric. However, when atten-
tion turns to the design and implementation of real-world policy, the
ability to finesse underlying differences in the point of view can
decline, and disagreements can become quite sharp.

The process outlined in this chapter has evolved since 1994 to
recognize and attempt to address these realities. Central to our
evolving understanding of state school funding is that no definitive
solution exists for the funding questions in any state. The lack of a
definitive answer, though, does not preclude deducing on principled
grounds a viable direction in which to proceed. Once a direction has
been set, this process has been very useful in monitoring the results
carefully. This approach is necessarily an iterative process with the
results of the monitoring being used to further inform the various
parties as they undertake further debate and further action.
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Chapter 3

Federal Title I as a Reform
Strategy in Urban Schools

Kenneth K. Wong

In public education, the federal government has focused on
social redistribution by promoting racial integration, protecting
the educational rights of the handicapped, assisting those with
limited English proficiency, and providing supplemental resources
to children who come from at-risk backgrounds. By far the largest
federal program in elementary and secondary education is Title I
of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which
was originally passed in 1965 at the height of the civil rights
movement and social reforms. Despite several revisions and exten-
sions, ESEA Title I continued to adhere to its original redistribu-
tive goal of federal assistance to learning-deficient children from
low-income families. As declared in the 1965 Act, ESEA Title I was
designed “to provide financial assistance to local educational agen-
cies serving areas with concentrations of children from low-income
families to expand and improve their educational programs . . .
which contribute particularly to meeting the special educational
needs of educationally deprived children.” (U.S. Congress 1965,
Sec. 201)

Thirty years later, the 1994 Improving America’s Schools Act
(IASA), which reauthorized Title I, sharpened the focus on acade-
mic accountability in Title I schools. In 2002, Congress again took
on the task of reauthorization. These latest, bold legislative exten-
sions of Title I constitute a new phase in the policy development of
Title I during the course of its thirty-five year history. In this chap-
ter we will not only synthesize the lessons learned from the current
literature but also trace the major phases of policy development
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TasLE 3.1

The Broadening Agenda in Title I Reform and Implementation

1960s—-1980s

1988—-Present

1994—Present

Dominant Policy Paradigm

Programmatic Mechanisms

Issues in Implementation

Antipoverty

Categorical funding
Targeting aid to
eligible students

Local noncompliance

Antipoverty
Reduce regulatory
compliance

Schoolwide as experiment
for high-poverty schools
Targeted assistance for
other schools

Pull-out of students
remains dominant
Coordination of curriculum/
instruction as a challenge

Antipoverty

Reduce regulatory
compliance

Improve achievement

Assessment standards to
measure accountability
Adequate yearly progress
Schoolwide in full-scale
expansion

CSRD—adoption of knowledge
based practices

Quality of student data-driven
measurements

Mixed student performance as
basis for extensive reform
(including vouchers and

district/state direct intervention)




Federal Title I as a Reform Strategy 57

that the federal policy has gone through over the last thirty-
five years. To avoid confusion, we have used Title I throughout
this paper even though the program’s label was changed during
the 1980s.

For analytical purposes, we differentiate three phases in the
development of Title I policy over time. Each of these phases,
though interrelated, is connected to a particular policy challenge,
faced with a distinct set of political factors, and involved with new
institutional practices. Rationales behind these changes are also
discussed. As shown in Table 3.1, the policy agenda in Title I has
expanded from its original intent to address poverty in the 1960s
to include instructional coherence and student achievement in the
1990s. The first policy phase (1960s to 1980s) involved intergov-
ernmental accommodation on targeting federal Title I funds on
low-income children. Much of the research on Title I during the
first ten to fifteen years focused on local response to federal direc-
tion in Title I as a “categorical” program. During this phase, local
control was being challenged by federal antipoverty objectives. The
second phase emerged during the late 1980s when policymakers
and educators began to pay greater attention to the quality of
instruction and curriculum in the Title I program. With the pas-
sage of the 1994 Improving America’s Schools Act, the schoolwide
program gained prominence as a leading reform strategy to reduce
“fragmentation” between Title I and the regular classroom in
schools with high concentrations of poor children. Indeed, the num-
ber of schoolwide programs increased from about 1,300 in 1990 to
over 9,000 in 1998, or a jump from 10 percent to 50 percent of the
eligible schools. The third phase began around the mid-1990s when
competing visions shaped the agenda to raise student performance
in Title I schools. Frustrated by the lack of significant academic
progress in most Title I schools, reformers made serious attempts
to restructure Title I in three different directions, namely, whole
school reform, district-based support, and consumer-based or
voucher program. Taken as a whole, Title I has reduced its focus on
regulatory compliance but increased its emphasis on outcome-
based accountability.

This chapter will examine the issues, the politics, the knowledge
base, and the institutional practices in the development and imple-
mentation of federal Title I policy in each of the three phases. We
will synthesize the literature and, where appropriate, we will draw
on our own research on Title I. Based on our synthesis of Title I
research in all three phases, we will explore policy implications upon
accountability and equity issues.
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Phase One: Managing the Tension between
Federal Anti-Poverty Direction and Local
Control 1960s1980s

The 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)
marked a significant turning point in the federal role to address
education and social issues. At the time of the enactment of ESEA,
the federal government declared “War on Poverty” and launched
the Great Society programs. Federal activism in social issues fol-
lowed the 1954 landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision on Brown
v. Board of Education and the congressional enactment of the 1964
Civil Rights Act. Hundreds of federal categorical (or single-pur-
pose) programs were formulated to provide supplemental resources
for local agencies to combat social and economic problems in poor
communities. The passage of ESEA and other federal programs
contributed to a significant increase in intergovernmental trans-
fers. By 1980, there were approximately 500 federal categorical
programs, including such major antipoverty programs as Aid to
Families with Dependent Children, Medicaid, food stamps, low-
income housing, bilingual education, school desegregation grants,
and compensatory education (Title I).

The literature on federalism has looked for structural sources to
explain why social redistribution is more likely to come from the
national government. The federal government enjoys a broader rev-
enue base in which taxes are raised primarily on the ability-to-pay
principle and represents a constituency with heterogeneous demands
(Lowi 1964; Peterson 1981; Wong 1990). In other words, it has both
the fiscal capacity and the political resources (often facilitated by
interest groups) to respond to social needs. In contrast, localities are
more limited in their ability to address social needs because their
most active voters come mostly from the middle class, they compete
with one another for investment in an open system in which busi-
nesses and labor can move freely, and they have a restricted tax base
(namely, reliance on land values as a major source of income). Conse-
quently, both incentives and regulations are necessary in order to
alter local practices.

The incentive for local government to meet antipoverty objec-
tives lies in the way federal funds are distributed. The territorial
impact of federal grants has contributed partly to the popularity of
Title I in Congress over time. For example, in 1990, the federal grant
provided supplemental resources to 64 percent of all the schools in
the nation, covering virtually every congressional district. Clearly,
big city districts are not the only beneficiaries of compensatory edu-
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cation funds. Indeed, over 20 percent of federal aid goes to districts
with fewer than 2,500 students (Millsap et al. 1992). Districts with
enrollments between 2,500 and 25,000 receive almost 45 percent of
the funds. Because there are Title I programs in almost every con-
gressional district, partisan conflict has generally been limited dur-
ing the appropriations process.

To ensure its redistributive focus, Title I policy maintains fed-
eral direction to counteract the local tendency of antiredistribution.
Designed to alleviate poverty and create opportunities for the under-
represented, Great Society programs required local governments to
reformulate the way services were delivered. Because revenues in
antipoverty programs mostly came from the U.S. Congress, the fed-
eral government imposed numerous complicated guidelines upon
local schools. These regulations were intended to make certain that
disadvantaged pupils directly benefited from federal dollars.

In the case of ESEA Title I, extensive local misuses of federal
resources prompted the federal government to write tighter regula-
tions during the 1970s. Most notably, a study conducted by the
NAACP Legal Defense Fund during the first years of the program
found that federal funds were being used for “general school purposes;
to initiate system-wide programs; to buy books and supplies for all
school children in the system; to pay general overhead and operating
expenses; [and] to meet new teacher contracts which call for higher
salaries” (Martin and McClure 1969). Consequently, throughout the
1970s, the program acquired a well-defined set of rules and guidelines
that many state and local officials had difficulty putting in place. In
Title I, local districts were required to use federal funds in schools
with the highest concentration of poor students, to use federal dollars
as a supplement instead of supplanting local revenues in Title I
schools, to spend as many local dollars on these schools as any other
school in the district (i.e., comparability requirement), and to commit
at least the same level of local resources as they provided in previous
years (i.e., maintenance of efforts requirement). During the 1970s and
the early 1980s, Title I required the formation of advisory councils
composed of parents of children participating in the program. Typical
of a federal categorical program, only eligible students would receive
federally funded Title I service.

As expected, there was local resistance to federal targeting on
special needs populations. In a comparative study of four major fed-
eral education programs in four urban districts, Peterson, Rabe, and
Wong (1986) found that local districts were tempted, to a greater or
lesser extent, to divert funds away from these redistributive pro-
grams to other purposes. Title I funds, for example, were used for
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general operating purposes that tended to benefit the entire school
population during the 1970s and the 1980s.

With the passage of time, a tendency towards increasing inter-
governmental accommodation seems to have emerged in Title I policy.
This shift from intergovernmental conflict to regulatory accommoda-
tion has been facilitated by several factors. At the district and school
level, a new professional cadre more identified with program objec-
tives was recruited to administer special programs, and local officials
became more sensitive to federal expectations. At the federal level,
policymakers began to doubt whether detailed regulations, tight
audits, and comprehensive evaluations were unmixed blessings. With
the state agency serving as an active mediator, appropriate changes
and adjustments were made. By the 1980s, administrators developed
program identifications that transcended governmental boundaries
and a commitment to a coordinated effort gradually emerged.

To be sure, the pace of moving towards federal-local cooperation
in the management of special programs has not been uniform. There
are significant variations among districts (McLaughlin 1990). Wong
found that local reform in Title I services depends on the district’s
fiscal conditions, political culture, and the policymaking autonomy of
the program professionals (Wong 1990). More severe and prolonged
conflict is likely to be found in districts with a weak fiscal capacity
and a program apparatus that is subject to strong patronage-based
local practice. A combination of these fiscal and political circum-
stances hinders local reform towards redistributive goals. At the
other end of the continuum are districts with strong fiscal capacity,
autonomous program professionals, and most of all, teacher commit-
ment to policy.! These local conditions facilitated the transformation
from the conflictual to the accommodative phase in Title I programs.
This institutional process of adaptation (e.g., targeting resources to
the eligibles) is a necessary condition for instructional and academic
improvement in disadvantaged schools.

Phase Two: Schoolwide Reform to Reduce
Fragmentation, 1988-Present

As fiscal auditing requirements became more manageable,
improvements in teaching and learning for disadvantaged students

!On linking site-level variables to the design of macro policy, see objectives
(McLaughlin 1987; Elmore 1980; McLaughlin and Berman).
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emerged at the top of the policy agenda. Concerns with student per-
formance are in part due to global competition and in part to the dis-
semination of a more comprehensive assessment of our educational
system. Based on a national survey of ECIA Chapter 1 district-level
coordinators in 1990, a major evaluation study found that federal
requirements on funding compliance—supplement not supplant,
maintenance of efforts, and comparability provisions—are all
ranked as far less burdensome than procedures that affect instruc-
tional practices. Indeed, evaluation procedures, needs assessment,
and student selection are viewed as the three most burdensome fed-
eral regulations that govern Chapter 1. For example, few districts
develop reliable procedures for assessing the educational needs of
students who remain in compensatory education for more than two
years (Millsap et al. 1992).

In light of these concerns about classroom practices, the federal
government and local school professionals began to look for ways to
improve program effectiveness. A key strategy has been to improve
instructional and curricular coordination, a policy goal that is fre-
quently undermined by the categorical nature of Title I. Fragmen-
tation is nothing new and it was found to be counterproductive in
meeting the educational needs of disadvantaged pupils. Schools that
receive Title I funding often “pull out” the program participants for
special instructional purposes as a way to meet the accounting
requirements. A 1983 survey of district-level program coordinators
found that 73 percent of the respondents used pull-outs mainly to
comply with auditing regulations. More often than not, “pull out”
sessions offer inferior instruction and students are held accountable
to low standards. “Only 18 percent of district administrators who
used a pullout design indicated they believed it was educationally
superior to any other mode of delivery” (Smith 1988, 130).

In the context of increasing public concern about competitiveness
and reform, policymakers and local school professionals are begin-
ning to shift their focus from administrative compliance to program
effectiveness. As Michael Kirst observed, federal publication of “A
Nation At Risk” has renewed concerns for blending Chapter 1 with a
core academic curriculum (Kirst 1988, p. 110). Indeed, the Commis-
sion on Chapter 1 urged that the federal program be redesigned in
ways that would strengthen the school’s overall organizational capac-
ity in developing more comprehensive (instead of fragmentary)
strategies toward the disadvantaged (Commission on Chapter 1
1992; Timar 1994). To paraphrase the Commission’s central argu-
ment, federal policy should promote “good schools” and not merely
provide good programs.
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The argument to improve the instructional quality of an entire
school is further supported by research that found “concentration
effects” of students, including those who come from nonpoor fami-
lies, in neighborhoods where the incidence of poverty is very high
(Wilson 1987). According to a national assessment of Title I, edu-
cational performance is just as adversely affected by living in a
low-income neighborhood as by coming from a poor family. As the
report pointed out, “[S]tudents were increasingly likely to fall
behind grade levels as their families experienced longer spells of
poverty, and . . . achievement scores of all students—not just poor
students—declined as the proportion of poor students in schools
increased[d].” (Kennedy, Jung, and Orland 1986, 107) In other
words, if both factors are present—a child comes from a poor fam-
ily and lives in an impoverished neighborhood—the incidence of
educational disadvantage is approximately twice as high as when
neither factor is present. Similarly, a 1992 GAO report found that
schools with a high concentration of poor children “have dispropor-
tionately more low achievers than schools with fewer children in
poverty.” (U.S. General Accounting Office 1992)

To reduce fragmentation within schools and to build up the
overall capacity of Title I schools, the Congress approved the school-
wide concept on an experimental basis in 1988 and then on a full
scale in 1994. We will first discuss the 1988 legislation and its
impact on Title I schools and then examine the 1994 policy change.

Lessons from the Early Implementation of Schoolwide
Programs

In 1988, Congress adopted the Hawkins-Stafford Amendments.
The legislation required coordination of Chapter 1 with the regular
instructional program, encouraged parental involvement, allowed
schoolwide projects in schools with a high concentration of poverty
children (without asking for local matching funds), and directed the
district to take steps to address ineffective programs. Most impor-
tantly, the Hawkins-Stafford Amendments in 1988 allowed for
schoolwide projects in schools that have at least 75 percent of stu-
dents enrolled falling below the poverty level. This new flexibility
doubled schoolwide programs within the first two years (Millsap et
al. 1992). High poverty schools were now permitted to use federal
funds to reduce class size, develop staff training, support parent
involvement, and recruit new professional support personnel. A
review of the literature during this early phase suggests the follow-
ing patterns of implementation.
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Title I funding at schoolwide program schools has been fre-
quently used to hire additional staff to reduce class sizes. Reduced
class size was identified by principals in slightly more than half of
schoolwide program schools during the 1991-92 school year.
Schools reported that the average reduction in school class size was
from twenty-seven to nineteen children. The addition of new staff
has not been limited to teachers or instructional aides. Counselors,
social workers, school-family coordinators, and schoolwide program
coordinators have also been hired to support schoolwide program
services in efforts to strengthen the relationship between the school
and families, for example (Millsap et al. 1992). The schoolwide
reform has also facilitated district activities to promote parental
involvement. Between 1987 and 1990, more districts reported “dis-
seminating home-based education activities to reinforce classroom
instruction,” and using liaison staff to coordinate parent activities
(Millsap et al. 1992).

Moreover, principals reported that staff development activities
had been implemented or significantly strengthened in over three-
fourths of schoolwide program schools. During the first years of
implementation, a majority of districts reported that staff develop-
ment at schoolwide program schools was more inclusive of teachers
and involved more total hours than regular Title I schools. Staff
development activities in schoolwide program schools have included
training in reading/language arts instruction, instruction for low
achieving students, and mathematics instruction (Schenck and
Beckstrom 1993). According to principal reports, a teacher at a
schoolwide program school received an average of twenty-nine hours
of staff development, which is six hours more than that received by
the average teacher in a Title I school without a schoolwide program
(Schenck and Beckstrom 1993; Millsap et al. 1992).

The schoolwide program option encourages increased teacher
input into decisions affecting the school, emphasizing teacher input
into decisions about assessments. Based on reports by principals in
one major urban school district, the majority of teachers had some
level of input into decisions about assigning students and teachers to
classrooms, hiring staff, and selecting materials or purchasing hard-
ware. Teachers, however, had the greatest input in decisions about
selecting materials or purchasing hardware and had the least input
in decisions about teacher assignment and replacement (Winfield
and Hawkins 1993). In-depth case studies, however, suggested that
a school’s change to a schoolwide program tended to be accompanied
by a high degree of teacher control and site-based management
arrangements (Stringfield et al. 1997).
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A central component of the schoolwide program is the provision of
Title I activities and services to all students in the school. One indica-
tor of a program’s inclusiveness is the extent to which Title I services
cannot be distinguished from services offered for all children (e.g., one
that lacks “pull-out” programs that serve only a subset of students).
Sixty percent of schoolwide program school principals reported that
their schools operated programs in which Title I services are indistin-
guishable from services for all children. Among those schools in which
Title I services were distinguishable from the regular program, the
most common distinction was the provision of additional services to
educationally disadvantaged students who would have received Title
I services in a traditional, targeted program. Only 12 percent of
schools reported using a “pull-out” model (Schenck and Beckstrom
1993). In one major urban district, principal reports indicated that
schoolwide program schools were in transition toward the provision of
Title I services to all children during the first years of implementation,
with higher percentages of schools reallocating resources to provide
instruction to all students each year (Winfield and Hawkins 1993).

Perhaps the most critical components of schoolwide programs
are those which have the potential to directly influence what takes
place in the classroom. Schoolwide program principals reported hav-
ing introduced or significantly strengthened the following compo-
nents related to curriculum and instruction: computer assisted
instruction (over three-fourths); provision of a coordinated and inte-
grated curriculum and supplemental instruction (two-thirds); and
provision of an extended school day (less than one-fourth) (Schenck
and Beckstrom 1993). Schoolwide program schools have adopted a
range of programs and curricula, such as “Reading Recovery” or
“Success for All,” as part of their schoolwide programs (Millsap et al.
1992; National Association of State Coordinators of Compensatory
Education 1996). In fact, the majority of “Success for All” schools are
Title I schoolwide programs (Slavin et al. 1996).

It is difficult to obtain a clear picture of the particular ways in
which the schoolwide program option actually impacts classroom
instruction. Nonetheless, in-depth case study analysis begins to
inform this question. For example, case studies of schoolwide pro-
grams identified a common theme of individualizing instruction to
the needs of particular students (Stringfield et al. 1997). Additional
evidence indicates that schoolwide programs have increased the
capacity of schools and teachers to provide instructional services
more flexibly, as particular student needs arise; whereas traditional
Title I “pull-out” programs have typically required a more formal
process of student selection (Millsap et al. 1992).
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In addition to the components described above, schoolwide pro-
grams are frequently reported to have adopted practices associated
with effective schools. State Title I coordinators reported that 62
percent of schoolwide programs in their states incorporated com-
ponents of effective schools programs as a main feature of their
programs (Turnbull, Zeldin, and Cain 1990; U.S. Department of
Education 1992). Title I district coordinators reported that a num-
ber of effective schools components were implemented as part of
schoolwide programs through activities such as needs assessment,
staff development, changes in classroom instruction, and changes
in school management (Millsap et al. 1992). The presence of char-
acteristics associated with effective schools may, reciprocally,
impact the successful implementation of schoolwide programs, in
that the factors that make good schools may also facilitate innova-
tion and change. Case studies suggested that factors that facilitate
innovation include strong principal leadership and management
skills; meaningful, universally agreed upon goals; a nurturing
school culture; well-qualified staff; and organizational mechanisms
to support schools’ problem-solving (Stringfield et al. 1994).

An Illustration of Schoolwide Implementation
in a Big-City Setting

Although schoolwide reforms have become more popular in
high-poverty schools, coordination between Title I and the regular
curriculum remains a challenge in most Title I schools. In most
schools, coordination relies almost entirely on informal meetings,
and staff planning sessions rarely occur. Further, local districts
remain largely uncertain about student needs assessment and pro-
gram evaluation, areas where federal and state agencies can provide
crucial technical assistance.

The ongoing challenge of improving the effectiveness of
schoolwide programs can be illustrated by our research in Min-
neapolis (Wong, Sunderman, and Lee 1994; Wong, Sunderman,
and Lee 1997). This study makes comparisons between the schools
with a Title I schoolwide program and the district as a whole to
show how Title I students are distributed and what resources are
available to service them. In analyzing the data collected from the
district office and the schoolwide programs in Minneapolis during
1993-94, three emerging trends were observed: (1) school and
classroom practices are, to some extent, shaped by recently
adopted policies at the district-wide level; (2) variation in instruc-
tional practices exists between the schoolwide programs; and
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(3) these variations in practices may explain some of the differ-
ences in student outcomes.

Let us briefly consider each of the findings from Minneapolis.
First, several recent district-wide policies have reinforced the intent
of the schoolwide program, granting greater flexibility and program-
matic autonomy in the high poverty schools. These include (1) efforts
toward site-based management that, among other things, enable
schools to select their own text books; (2) an increase in local tax rev-
enues to reduce class size; and (3) a push for a collaborative services
model that encourages coordination of services between regular pro-
gram staff and other special needs program staff. District policies
therefore support schoolwide programs in Minneapolis.

At the school site level, variation in instructional practices
between the schoolwide programs was found. In Schoolwide Pro-
gram 1, the school was 100 percent pull-out for Title I students in
1986. Beginning in 1989, the school began to experiment with col-
laborative services and team teaching in which the Chapter 1
teacher worked in the classroom. Over the past two and a half years,
the staff creatively used the computer lab to promote individualized
instruction, accommodate students’ different ability levels, identify
each student’s strengths and weaknesses, and place a focused
emphasis on academic skill building. These instructional efforts
seem to have produced reasonably good outcomes. Analysis of School
1 shows that student performance in vocabulary and reading is gen-
erally positive with incremental gains over the years. Although
“poor” students are performing at a lower level than the “nonpoor”
students, the former group has made measurable progress over a
four-year period. There is no significant difference in achievement
scores between African-American and white students in School 1.
Overall, this schoolwide program has had “an equalizing” effect
upon the impact of race and poverty.

In contrast, Schoolwide Program 2 has not brought about sub-
stantial restructuring. Practices and organization that began dur-
ing the 1980s have been left largely intact staffing assignments,
team teaching, and ability grouping within the classroom. Teach-
ers have not given much attention to curricular changes, student
assessment, or instructional practices that integrate the at-risk
student populations. The only major change that came with the
schoolwide project was the flexibility of teachers to work with any
student in the building. This change, however, has not been
enough to effect student performance. Indeed, students’ gains in
reading scores at School 2 tended to remain stable over time,
whereas significant losses in math occurred. It should be noted
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that the lack of progress may also be related to the school size
(with 1,000 students, the largest of the four schoolwide projects in
the district) and its physical organization (it has no walls and uses
white dividers to designate classrooms).

To sum up, although the schoolwide initiative began to attract
national attention in the late 1980s, research continued to lag
behind during the early and mid-1990s. Evaluation of schoolwide
programs in the initial years has shown some potential. On the one
hand, findings suggest that, as a group, Title I students in school-
wide programs performed better than their peers in the more tradi-
tionally organized service programs, such as pull-out instructional
settings. On the other hand, nationwide evaluations suggest that
schoolwide programs have continued to encounter a wide range of
implementation difficulties. These challenges have included the
need for assessment of student progress and a general lack of high-
quality professional development activities. Further, the data base
on the implementation and outcomes of Title I schoolwide projects is
scanty (Wong and Wang 1994; Wang and Wong 1997; Wong and
Meyer 1998). An extensive review of the literature examining Title I
programs since the 1988 Hawkins-Stafford amendment suggests
only thirteen major empirical studies on the implementation of Title
I schoolwide programs (Wong and Meyer 1998). Clearly, there is an
empirical need to further understand whether the schoolwide strat-
egy is affecting school performance.

Scaling-Up Schoolwide Reform

The 1994 Improving America’s Schools Act established an
ambitious agenda for systemic improvement in schools with a high
concentration of students with at-risk backgrounds. For the first
time in the history of federal involvement in public education, stu-
dents receiving federally funded compensatory services (Title I) are
no longer left at the margin of school reform. Two of the provisions
in the 1994 legislation have significant implications for schooling
opportunities. The first mandates that district-wide performance
standards must apply to all students including those receiving
Title I services, as indicated in the administration’s proposal that
“Title I, bilingual education, and dozens of other federal programs
must become integral to, not separate from, state and community
education reforms that center on high standards” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education 1993, 3). The second provision included in this
legislation promotes schoolwide initiative in Title I schools with at
least 50 percent low-income students.
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The schoolwide programs create an opportunity for high-poverty
schools to allocate Title I resources with fewer restrictions in order
to meet the legislative expectations of academic performance as set
forth in the 1994 legislation. The 1994 Act encouraged the adoption
of schoolwide programs by lowering the eligibility threshold for
schoolwide programs to schools with 50 percent low-income students
beginning in the 1996-97 school year. Schoolwide programs are
expected to reduce the historically fragmented or categorical charac-
ter of Title I programs, improve the effectiveness of Title I programs,
and improve the effectiveness of entire schools, rather than target-
ing services to meet the needs of the most disadvantaged subpopu-
lations. In other words, schoolwide programs are designed to replace
regulatory compliance with instructional coherence and organiza-
tional coordination. Encouraged by the IASA legislation, the number
of Title I schoolwide programs grew almost seven-fold between 1990
and 1998, representing an increase from about 10 percent to 50 per-
cent of the eligible schools.

Further, schoolwide reform is facilitated by additional federal
resources with the passage of Public Law 105-78 in November 1997.
Known as the Obey-Porter legislation, the 1997 law appropriated an
additional $145 million to support the Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration Program (CSRD) in Title I schoolwide pro-
grams. The 1994 and 1997 laws provide a set of legislative expecta-
tions that research suggests is essential to any high-functioning
school. These expectations include:

1. A comprehensive assessment of student performance in
relation to state/district subject-area content and assess-
ment standards. Measurable goals and benchmarks for
meeting the goals must be developed.

2. An instructional program that is grounded in effective,
research-based methods and strategies.

3. High-quality professional development for teachers,
aides, and other support personnel to enable all students
to meet the state/district performance standards.

4. The development and implementation of strategies to
increase parental and community involvement.

5. Strategies to identify how resources from federal, state,
local, and private sources will be utilized to coordinate
services to support and sustain the reform program.
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These legislative expectations have the potential to transform
Title I from its categorical and isolated character into an integral
part of systemic reform, coherent with core academic standards.
Together, the IASA and the Obey-Porter legislation provide a unique
opportunity for high-poverty schools to raise standards and to raise
student achievement. The first set of studies of the implementation
of TASA suggests that the more effective schoolwide programs are
more likely to meet legislative expectations. Based on a national
study of thirty-two schools in nine urban and three county-wide dis-
tricts during 1997-98, Wang, Wong, and Kim (1999) reported that
higher performing schoolwide programs show strong implementa-
tion of student performance goals, academic standards and assess-
ments, enriched curriculum, student-centered instruction, and
evaluation of student performance. This study also identified the
importance of a district-wide academic accountability framework to
support schoolwide implementation.

Phase Three: Competing Approaches to
Raise Student Performance in Title I
Schools, 1994-Present

Although the IASA and the Obey-Porter legislation depict bipar-
tisan agreement over Title I, there is another side to the debate on
the future of Title I. There are, indeed, competing visions of how
Title I should be improved to raise student performance. For one
thing, the mid-1990s was punctuated by a brief period of highly vis-
ible partisan contention over redistributive educational programs.
To be sure, during the 1980s the Reagan administration succeeded
in terminating several small categorical programs, slowing down
funding support in others, and consolidating various categorical pro-
grams into broadly defined block grants. However, the Emergency
School Aid Act (ESAA) Title VI for desegregation was the only major
redistributive educational program that was terminated. Title I and
other major grants remained largely intact due to bipartisan support
(Wong 1999).

Congressional politics, however, took a sharp turn in 1995. The
1994 midterm elections produced the first Republican majority in
Congress in forty years. The new congressional leadership claimed a
public mandate to shrink the federal role in social programs and to
shift programmatic authority to state and local governments. The
new House Speaker Newt Gingrich tended to undermine long-term
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institutional practices in decision making. He depicted the govern-
ment as the major cause of poverty, the bureaucracy as the major
source of waste of taxpayers dollars, and the private sector as the
only real solution to social inequality. Further, he circumscribed the
seniority practice to make sure that his first-term allies gained
greater representation in crucial committees. For example, he hand-
picked three “activist conservatives,” sidestepping seniority consid-
eration, to lead three major committees. Consequently, he was able
to secure House approval on nine of the ten items in his “Contract
with America.”

The heightened political confrontation between Congress and
the president became highly visible in education policy during 1995.
The Republican leadership wanted to reduce Title I by 19 percent,
to cut bilingual education by two-thirds, and special education by
7 percent (Wong 1999). To demonstrate its control over the govern-
ment purse, the Republican leadership even shut down the federal
government when the budget expired. In the end, the retrenchment
tactics backfired. Within two years, education policy regained bipar-
tisan support in the Republican Congress.

Although Title I seemed to have survived budgetary retrench-
ment, its effectiveness was increasingly called into question in the
new climate of outcome-based accountability. From a broader per-
spective, there are three directions in charting the future of Title 1.
First, Title I schools are encouraged to adopt externally designed
models (or CSRD models) that are proven to have been effective else-
where. However, evaluation of the first phase of CSRD reform has
been largely mixed. The most comprehensive study of CSRD reform
models was conducted by the American Institutes for Research (AIR)
in 1999. The AIR study examined the design, implementation, and
performance outcomes of twenty-four whole school reform models.
The study synthesized student achievement information, conducted
a survey of the support provided by the model designers during the
start up phase, costs to the schools, the duration of the project, and
the number of schools using the whole school reform approach.
Using these diverse sources of information, the AIR observed that
few reform models have substantiated their claims with hard evi-
dence. Approaches have been adopted by schools without taking into
full consideration local circumstances and needs. In terms of student
achievement, only three of the twenty-four whole school reform
approaches showed strong evidence of positive effects. In contrast to
the AIR study, several case studies have identified effective strate-
gies (Bodilly 1998; Stringfield et al. 1997). In short, there is a need
for an empirical research base to address whether the 1997 whole
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school reform legislative expectations are being realized at district,
school, and classroom levels.

Second, Title I schools are shaped by the level of district-wide
support and sanctions to raise academic standards, to make “ade-
quate yearly progress,” and to improve professional development. A
multiyear evaluation of the New American Schools (NAS) conducted
by Rand Corporation suggests several necessary functions that the
district needs to perform in order to produce effective whole school
reform. These district functions include supporting appropriate
matches between design teams and schools; providing adequate fund-
ing for design-based assistance; providing a conductive regulatory
system, and mobilizing school personnel toward supporting whole
school improvement (Bodilly and Berends 1999). To a certain extent,
Chicago has begun to perform some of these supportive functions
since the mayor took over the school system in 1995. In this latest
reform, Chicago has sharpened its focus on low-performing schools
and their students (Wong 2000). Beginning in 1996, the chief execu-
tive officer and the school board launched an educational account-
ability agenda focused on raising standards and improving student
achievement. Low performing schools were put on probation and, in
some case, reconstituted. Failing students are required to attend
summer programs and social promotion has been terminated. The
combination of sanctions and support seems to have improved the
overall conditions and lead to better student performance across the
system. Since 1996, test scores have risen in many Title I elementary
schools and in some of the more problematic high schools. The
Chicago model of turning around low performing schools is now con-
sidered as a viable reform strategy. In short, Title I reform is closely
linked to district capacity, which may facilitate new linkages between
Title I and other children-oriented services in the larger community.

Third, Title I schools, particularly low-performing, inner-city
schools, have been the target of experimental vouchers, as proposed
by Governor Jeb Bush, congressional leaders, and think tanks. See-
ing virtually no cost efficiency in the billions of Title I dollars spent,
proponents of this approach look for consumer-parents to pressure
schools to improve (Peterson and Noyes 1997; Walberg 1998; Ravitch
and Viteritti 1997; Kanstoroom and Palmaffy 2002). Parents would
decide whether their chosen schools meet their preferences and
expectations. Dollars follow the students, even when they select non-
public schools. In the longer run, the consumer-centered process may
create competition among schools, which may lead to the closure of
failing schools. Converting Title I grants into vouchers has been
attempted in the course of Title I history. The Reagan administration
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tried three times to convert the federal program into a voucher
arrangement. The most serious proposal was the Equity Choice Act
(H.R. 3821) in November 1985, also known as “TEACH.” This bill
would have allowed Title I students, at their parents’ request, to
attend any school in the district. No funding increase was proposed
for Title I’s conversion. None of the Reagan proposals was seriously
considered by the Democratic-controlled Congress. However, since
1995, when the Republicans gained control over Congress, voucher
proposals have gained support. In the spring of 2000, for example, the
Senate Republican majority pushed through major changes in the
Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee. In the proposed
Senate Bill 2, the GOP plan would allow ten states to turn Title I into
a “portable” voucher program. In these states, Title I funds would fol-
low the students even when they enroll in nonpublic schools. The
GOP plan also identifies over 7,000 failing Title I schools where stu-
dents would be allowed to transfer to other public schools if the
schools’ performance does not improve in four years (CQ Weekly
March 11, 2000, 541-42). Regardless of which political party domi-
nates the Congress and the White House in 2001, there is an increas-
ing likelihood that an experimental program on Title I voucher may
be implemented.

Conclusion: Making Better Use of Federal
Title I Resources

The history of Title I implementation suggests a broadening
agenda for school reform (see Table 3.1), thereby creating a paradox
for the future of this major federal program. On the one hand, the
original antipoverty goal of Title I has received long term, stable,
bipartisan support, albeit interrupted by partisan contention in
Congress during 1995. On the other hand, this federal commitment
does not constitute “an entitlement” and is increasingly dependent
on the program’s track record of academic productivity. Although it
is unlikely that Title I will significantly narrow the gap between dis-
advantaged students and their peers, it is important for the federal
government to become more strategic in the use of resources to
improve schooling opportunities.

A major challenge for Title I policy, then, is to decide where to
allocate federal resources that would bring about better life chances
for at-risk students. I suggest two areas for greater federal attention.
First, major federal support is needed to deal with the concentration
effects in inner-city schools. Clearly, the ecological context of urban
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schools has changed significantly since the 1965 enactment of the
original ESEA. At that time, the nation had extensive rural poverty,
its central cities were economically stable, and suburbs were emerging
as viable communities. By the 1990s, we see a widening educational
gap between the central city and its surrounding suburbs. This is
especially evident in major metropolitan areas, where schools in out-
lying suburban communities are predominantly white and those in
central cities serve primarily minority, low-income pupils. Clearly, to
combat concentration effects in the classroom, schools in major urban
centers need additional resources (federal and otherwise) to create
incentives to attract highly qualified teachers, fill chronic staffing
shortages in science and mathematics, and strengthen professional
development in subject areas and new technologies.

The second area in which a federal role can make a difference is
in helping Title I schools to build and sustain their organizational
capacity. Regardless of whether Title I is converted to a voucher
experiment or restructured after a CSRD model, what goes on
inside the schoolhouse is critical to learning and teaching. To facili-
tate better conditions for learning, Title I policy can be less regula-
tory but more supportive in instructional and curriculum issues.
Federal programs should focus less on auditing compliance and
more on within-school coordination between Title I and regular
instruction. Federal resources can provide incentives to schoolwide
programs to monitor and address learning gaps among racial and
ethnic groups. Technical training can also help teachers to conduct
more effective assessment of progress and the needs of their stu-
dents in meeting standards-based curriculum. To that end, disad-
vantaged children would be better served if they were taught the
core academic curriculum in regular classrooms, placed in hetero-
geneous groups, and asked to live up to higher academic expecta-
tions. In short, federal policy can move away from the “compliance
mentality” and become a supportive partner in making a difference
in classroom learning.
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Chapter 4

Inclusive Education in High Stakes,
High Poverty Environments:
The Case of Students with Learning
Disabilities in Indiana’s Urban
Schools and the Graduation
Qualifying Examination

Genevieve Manset
and
Sandra Washburn

The inclusion movement, and the introduction of high stakes,
minimum competency tests (MCT) as a requirement for gradua-
tion, are two school reforms that have particular implications for
high poverty secondary schools. High-poverty schools generally
have a higher percentage of students who are low-achieving, drop
out, and fail MCTs. In addition, students from impoverished fami-
lies are more at risk for developing a learning disability. The rela-
tively high proportions of students at-risk for school failure in
high-poverty schools render these schools more sensitive to
reforms that target the lowest achieving students than schools that
primarily serve students from households with middle and upper
incomes. Both the inclusion movement, and MCT reforms are
designed to address the instruction of low achieving students.
These reforms involve both similar students and draw on the same
limited resources. Success, therefore, is dependent on the degree to
which the reforms share goals as well. In this chapter, the goals of
the inclusion and use of minimum competency graduation exams
are examined. Findings are discussed in light of implications for
high-poverty schools.
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A Study of Conflicting Goals

Goals of Inclusive Education for Students with Learning
Disabilities

The movement towards inclusive education for students with
learning disabilities began in the 1980s, not many years after stu-
dents with learning disabilities were guaranteed the right to a free
and appropriate education through the Education of All Handi-
capped Children Act (P.L. 94-142, now known as the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA). Advocates of inclusion,
referred to early on as the Regular Education Initiative, proposed a
system that would meet the individual needs of these students with-
out resorting to pull-out instruction and the maintenance of a “sec-
ond system” (Goetz and Sailor 1990; Reschly 1988; Reynolds, Wang,
and Walberg 1987; Sigmon 1990; Wang, Reynolds, and Walberg
1986, 1988; Will 1984). The essential goals of inclusion can not ade-
quately be discussed outside the context of special education for stu-
dents with learning disabilities. Learning Disabilities (LD) is
essentially a Western construct created to describe a neurologically
based disorder that was first identified at the early part of this cen-
tury. Educators and psychologists were puzzled by a phenomenon
they witnessed a small percentage of students. These students
appeared on all accounts to function normally, had adequate access
to literacy instruction, tested within a normal range on intelligence
tests, and yet failed to learn to read. Students were described as hav-
ing minimum brain damage (Bender 1998). Later the term dyslexia
was used to describe this inexplicable failure to learn to read. Cur-
rently, the legal diagnosis of Learning Disabled is used to describe
those students with intelligence in the normal range, but have a
severe difficulties with academics, generally reading or writing but
also frequently math. Academic problems often stem from disorders
in language processing, auditory perception, or deficiencies in visual
or auditory short-term memory. Often there are related deficits in
attention and inappropriate social and behavior skills. While their
reading abilities vary greatly, on average, high school. On average,
high school students with LD read at about a fifth grade level (Gajar,
Goodman, and McAfee 1993). A small percentage of students with
LD will attend college. Overall, secondary students with LD are at
higher risk for dropping out of high school, incarceration, substance
abuse, unemployment, and underemployment. There is no known
cure for LD, although there are instructional approaches that can
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accelerate learning and provide strategic supports so that students
can be successful. The goals for secondary special education were to
provide remedial and compensatory instruction for these students,
and to assist secondary students in their transition to adulthood.
This assistance went beyond academics to address the often common
social and behavioral skill deficits that these student exhibit. These
services were provided in a variety of settings, ranging from special
separate schools and classrooms to resource rooms students
attended part time. These goals were naturally incorporated into
those of inclusive education (see Table 4.1).

Criticism of special education grew as the identification of stu-
dents as having a learning disability became increasingly common
in public schools. Since the introduction of PL. 94-142, the number of
students identified as Learning Disabled more than doubled by the
1988 school year when close to 2 million children were receiving ser-
vices (U.S. Department of Education 1989). Advocates for inclusion
questioned the reliability of identification of students as Learning
Disabled, efficacy of pull-out programs, curriculum misalignment,
and the cost-effectiveness of maintaining a dual system when stu-
dents with LD often resembled their nondisabled, low achieving
peers. Proponents advocated for consolidation of special and general
education to create an educational system that addressed the indi-
vidual differences of all children within the regular classroom.

To inclusion advocates, it was general education, rather than
special education, that should be reformed. They argued that stu-
dents with LD were created in part by failure of general education
teachers to share responsibility for the lowest achieving children
and federal policy that encouraged the perception that children at
the extremes of academic ability were the responsibility of special-
ists. Advocates suggested alternatives to traditional special educa-
tion that they felt were both preferable and feasible. School-wide
model inclusion programs were designed with some success (see
Manset and Semmel 1998 for a review), and many schools have
moved toward inclusion models over the past two decades (McLesky,
Henry, and Hodges 1988). The preponderance of research, however,
was conducted on the elementary level, where the skill deficits of
students with LD were not as great as those of students in secondary
programs (Schumaker and Deshler 1988). The goals of the inclusion
movement went beyond appropriate individualized instruction to
access to mainstream curriculum through the elimination of pull-out
programs, advocacy for students with LD, and the support of general
educators through resources and collaboration.



TaBLE 4.1

Goals of Inclusion and Graduation Qualifying Examinations in Secondary Programs

Goals of Reform

Inclusion

Graduation Qualifying Examinations

Curriculum and Instruction

Resources and Staffing

Climate

Social/Behavioral

Provide appropriate, individualized
instruction (remedial and compensatory)

Support Transition to Adulthood

Access to Mainstream Curriculum
External Support for General Educators
Consolidate Instructional and Remedial
Resources

Advocacy for Students with LD

Increased expectations for students with LD

Shared Responsibility for Students with LD
Social Integration
Self-advocacy, increased independence

Social/Behavioral Skills instruction

Align Basic Skills Curriculum

Improve Instruction in low performing schools
Standardize Diploma

Increase instructional resources targeting minimum
competency in basic skills

High, Common Standards

Increased Expectations for Lowest Achieving Students
and Schools
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Goals of Minimum Competency Tests

State and district assessment programs have been a central
part of public school reform for the last fifty years. Accountability
programs based primarily on standardized tests were instituted in
an effort to affect the content and quality of education. Typically
these exams are given on a regular basis to students, twice in ele-
mentary school, once in middle school, and once in high school. Edu-
cators and administrators can use test results to inform decisions
about the direction of resources and instructional effort.

Increasingly, high stakes have been attached to these examina-
tions. These high stakes may consist of the public posting of results
(which indirectly can affect local property values), cash benefits, or
the loss or revenue, accreditation, or local control. High stakes are
imposed on schools by policymakers as a way to control curricular
content and performance in schools. High-stakes accountability pro-
grams have also been used by politicians as a relatively simple and
inexpensive way to demonstrate a commitment to education and
high standards. However, there is little evidence that fifty years of
this essentially “carrot-and-stick” approach to pedagogical reform
has improved public education (Airasian 1988; Linn 2000). There is
also evidence that the addition of high stakes corrupts and inflates
test scores. For instance, simply having students practice with the
testing format alone will increase test scores. Strong gains are usu-
ally documented within the first four years of a test, and then level
off after that (Linn 2000). These initial gains after the introduction
of new tests look particularly good for the politicians who support
the high stakes examinations. Although policymakers may wish to
take the credit for this increase, because of the possibility of test
score inflation, gains may not necessarily reflect actual improve-
ment in student skills.

In the late 1970s, minimum competency tests (MCT) were
introduced as a requirement for graduation from high school. Grad-
uation examinations, like other high-stakes tests, are associated
with the application of high standards to education. They differ
from other high-stakes examinations, however, in that the stakes
are directed at the student rather than the school or district. The
goals of MCTs, like other high-stakes examinations are to force an
alignment of the curriculum, create common standards, and
increase expectations for the lowest achieving students. In addition,
the intent is to improve instruction in low performing schools, often
times by increasing instructional resources towards basic skills
instruction. Since their inception, MCT have been linked to higher
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drop-out rates and the narrowing of curriculum, particularly for
those students at-risk for school failure (MacMillan et al. 1990;
Manset and Washburn 2000). The impact of MCT are particularly
felt by low-achieving students, students from ethnic minority
groups, students in urban schools, and students with disabilities
(Linn 2000; MacMillan et al. 1990; Manset and Washburn 1999).
Despite the differential impact of mandating MCT, states have con-
tinued the practice and courts have upheld states’ right to define
the requirements for a diploma (Phillips 1993; Thurlow, Ysseldyke,
and Anderson 1995).

Inclusive Education in High Stakes, High Poverty
Environments

Indiana, like many states that have MCTs, requires students
with LD to pass the graduation requirement in order to receive a
diploma. The inclusion of students in this test is partially influenced
by the fact that beginning this year, with the passing of the latest
version of the federal Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA 1997), all students with disabilities must be included in state
and district accountability programs. This requirement came about
as a result of concerns that students with disabilities were being
ignored by districts because they were not required to take high-
stakes tests. There were also indications that students were being
over-identified as having a learning disability. Once students were
labeled, they would not be included in the testing pool and therefore
would not lower school scores (McGill-Franzen and Allington 1993).
These arguments were made primarily to include students with dis-
abilities in high-stakes assessment programs in general, not neces-
sarily in exit examinations. The justification for requiring all
students, including students with disabilities, to pass the exit exam-
ination is one of fairness. That is, if there is going to high standards,
the content of these standards must be the same for all students. It
suggests a tough stance with high expectations.

The intent of inclusive education is to educate students with
LD in mainstream settings. The success of inclusion is dependent
on whether goals of inclusion are consistent with those of general
education: in this case, whether the goals of inclusion can be met in
secondary settings where there are MCTs required for graduation.
The increase of resources and attention directed at basic skills
instruction is evident in both reform efforts. However, the efforts to
standardize the diploma contradicts efforts toward creating an
appropriate, individualized curriculum for students with learning
disabilities.
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The Case of the Indiana’s Graduation Qualifying
Examination (GQE)

Beginning in 2000, all students, including students with LD,
were required to pass the English/Language Arts and Mathematics
portions of Indiana’s ISTEP+ Graduation Qualifying Examination
(GQE).! As a part of Project EXIT, the authors have examined the
research to date on the new graduation requirement, as well as
administrators perspectives on the impact of the examination on
students with LD (Manset and Washburn 2000a; 2000b; 1999). Here
we report on related outcomes for urban schools on the exam and
administrators’ perspectives on the alignment of the goals for stu-
dents with LD and the content of the GQE. The purpose here is to
determine whether administrators perceive the goals of inclusion for
students with LD and mandatory exit exam as contradictory.

Methods

Data Collection

All data except passing rates for students with LD were made
available by the state of Indiana (Indiana Department of Education).
Because passing rates are currently not available in a disaggregate
form for student with disabilities, we collected this information as a
part of Project EXIT high school principal survey. In the survey, we
requested a count of students with LD in their school who had
attempted the ISTEP+ (language arts/English and Mathematics)
and the number of students with LD who had passed the exam.

Survey Instrument

Two related surveys (Manset and Washburn 1998a, 1998b) were
designed for this study based on an extensive review of the literature
on minimum competency examinations (Manset and Washburn
2000). The survey consisted of five major parts with a total of sixty-
five closed items. Questions pertained to the current and future
impact of requiring the passing of the GQE for graduation, remedia-
tion efforts, and instructional practices and programming that pre-
dict success on the examination. In addition to these questions,
administrators were asked whether requiring the GQE contributed

!GQE and ISTEP+ are often used interchangeably when referring to the
exam.
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to students’ decisions to drop out of school as well as an open ended
question pertaining to alignment of goals for students with learning
disabilities and the content of the examination. The survey also con-
tained three open-ended questions that are not addressed here.

Participants

Directors or assistant directors of special education responsible
for secondary students with disabilities in all planning districts as
well as all high school principals in Indiana received a survey. Of
this initial sample, representatives from 60 percent of the planning
districts and 57 percent of the public high schools were responded
(N=262). Graduation rates and poverty rates for the high schools
represented by principals as indicated by the percent of students
receiving free or reduced lunch approximate the mean values for the
state as a whole (See Table 4.2).

VARIABLES

Socioeconomic status (SES) was calculated using the percent of
students not participating in the free lunch program at the school.
Graduation rate is the percentage of students graduating with a
diploma. Attendance rate is the mean percentage of enrolled students
attending daily. Students per teacher is the mean number of students
per teacher in core classes. FTE non-core subjects is the number of
full-time equivalents of teachers per student teaching noncore
courses. And, Seniors taking SAT is the percent of twelfth-graders
taking SAT. Percent Passing English /[ Language Arts is a variable
representing the percent of students passing the language arts por-
tion of the ISTEP+ in 1998, while Percent Passing Mathematics is a
variable representing the percent of students passing the mathemat-
ics portion of the ISTEP+ in 1998. LD Passing English [ Language
Arts is a variable representing the percent of students with LD pass-
ing the language arts portion of the ISTEP+ in 1998, whereas LD
Passing Mathematics is a variable representing the percent of stu-
dents with learning disabilities passing the mathematics portion of
the ISTEP+ in 1998.

Data Analysis

Mean differences between outcomes for urban schools and
schools in the sample as a whole were compared using a one-sample
t test, with two-tailed significance determined at p < 0.05. The one



TABLE 4.2

Mean Values for School Level Factors and
Outcome Variables of Schools

Urban
All Schools Schools
School Level Factor (n=148) (N=25)
Attendance Rate
M 95.18 94.06*
SD 1.40 2.30
Graduation Rate
M 87.83 82.24*
SD 7.20 .75
Enrollment
M 898.45 1208.11*
SD 553.27 435.98
SES (Students Not Receiving Free Lunch)
M 88.32 78.74%
SD 8.40 11.20
Seniors Taking SAT
M 52.01 48.00*
SD 12.64 16.23
% Passing Graduation Exit Exam
English/Language Arts
M 72.03 65.26*
SD 9.70 12.63
Mathematics
M 60.41 50.88*
SD 12.48 14.93
% Students with LD Passing Graduation Exam
English/Language Arts
M 20.93 14.00*
SD 17.70 17.60
Mathematics
M 17.33 12.66*
SD 17.10 14.20
Students with LD Taking Graduation Exam?
M 19.44 27.23*
SD 20.36 18.14
Rate of Students with LD Taking Graduation Exam
M 2.21 2.23%
SD 1.45 1.56

(continued)
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TABLE 4.2 (cont.)
Mean Values for School Level Factors and
Outcome Variables of Schools

Large
Urban
All Schools Schools
School Level Factor (n=148) (N=25)
FTE per student (Non Core Teachers)*
M 0.02 0.03*
SD 0.01 0.01
Students per Teacher (Core Classes)?
M 29.68 29.57
SD 3.86 4.21

Note. The values represent mean percentages unless noted otherwise.

#Values represent numbers or students.
*Statistically significantly different than sample as a whole at p < 0.01.

open ended question related to the goals for students with learning
disabilities and the content of the ISTEP+ was analyzed qualita-
tively by coding for themes using a constant comparative method
(Glaser and Strauss 1967).

Results

Means Comparisons of School-level Data

Means and standard deviations for both predictor and outcome
variables are presented in Table 4.2. As anticipated, urban schools
have a student population with a significantly lower socioeconomic
status than schools as a whole. Urban schools also have a signifi-
cantly lower rate of graduation and percentage of seniors taking the
SAT exam. A greater number and rate of urban school students tak-
ing the exam are identified as having a learning disability.

For all schools in the sample, 71 percent of tenth grade students
passed the English/language arts portion and 60 percent passed the
mathematics portion of the ISTEP+ examination. In stark contrast,
on average, only 21 percent of students with LD passed the
English/language arts portion and only 17 percent of students with
LD passed the mathematics portion of the examination. For all stu-
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dents, the passing rates are notably lower than the current mean
graduation rate of 88 percent. Urban school students, and students
with LD were also less likely to pass the examination than students
in general. In urban schools, 65 percent of students passed the
English/Language Arts examination, and 51 percent passed the
mathematics portion of the examination. Only 14 percent of stu-
dents with LD in urban schools passed the English/language arts
examination and 13 percent passed the mathematics examination.

Summary of Open-Ended Question: “Is the content of the
ISTEP + (GQE) aligned with the goals of most students
with learning disabilities?”

On the questionnaire, the final item read “Is the content of the
ISTEP+ (GQE) aligned with the goals of most students with learning
disabilities? Please comment.” A total of 189 administrators responded
to this question. Most respondents, in addition to explicitly stating
either “yes” or “no,” also elaborated or otherwise commented. Using a
constant comparative method, the analysis generated six major
themes or categories, each with several sub-themes. In order of promi-
nence the major themes were: 1) Education goals are not aligned
(49%); 2) education goals are aligned; 3) educational goals are aligned,
but reservations exist; 4) schools are making progress in this direc-
tion; 5) goals are aligned for some students or with some parts of the
GQE, and; 6) no stand, with or without explanation (see Table 4.3).

No, Content of ISTEP + and Goals are Not Aligned. As stated
above, close to half of the respondents denied that most student
goals are aligned with the content of the exam; however, it is impor-
tant to note that the comments that followed such a declaration
mentioned little of postschool outcomes or terminal education goals.
Administrator comments that denied the alignment between goals
and test content primarily communicated one idea: that the content
of the state GQE requires skill levels that are not realistic aspirations
or expectation for students with LD. Most respondents stopped at
that, simply stating something akin to “many students with learning
disabilities cannot achieve at the level required” to meet the mini-
mum standard required to pass the graduation exam. Several
respondents specifically mentioned that the nature of the “disabil-
ity itself involves processing problems” that prevent students with
disabilities from demonstrating “true” competence given the nature
of the assessment format. Likewise, many administrators specifi-
cally pointed to the frequency of “reading comprehension difficulties”
among students with LD and given this, charged that the test



TABLE 4.3
Summary of Responses to the Question: ‘Is the content of the ISTEP + (GQE)
aligned with the goals of most students with learning disabilities?

No, Content Is Not Aligned With The Goals
Of Most Students With Learning Disabilities

Yes, Content Is Aligned With The Goals Of Most
Students With Learning Disabilities

Content of the state GQE requires skill levels that
are not realistic aspirations or expectation for
students with learning disabilities.

Students with learning disabilities had not experienced
adequate exposure to a school curriculum that focused
on the essential skills.

Lack of support for a standardized (i.e. non-individualized)
demonstration of the essential skills.

Students with disabilities have post school aspirations that
would be better served by content that is not adequately
reflected by the ISTEP+.

Prohibition of any testing modifications and certain testing

accommodations is unfair to students with learning disabilities.

Support for the standards as reasonable expectations for
earning a high school diploma and a belief that all students ought
to meet these expectations for post-secondary success.

Participation in the general education curriculum assures that the
educational goals of students with learning disabilities were aligned
with the content of the GQE.

Development of Individual Education Plans (IEP’s) that considered
the essentials skills included in the GQE.

Educational goals are aligned, but reservations exist, such as goals

are aligned for some students or with some parts of the GQE.

Schools are making progress in this direction [toward
alignment].
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required too much reading and reading at a proficiency level incom-
mensurate with their achievement levels. The following comment
provides an apt summary of the majority of comments that com-
prised this theme: “We are testing students in their areas of disabil-
ity with a testing format that is not conducive to their success.”

Four subthemes emerged form the remainder of the comments.
First was consideration of postschool outcomes. Many responses
reflected the idea that students with disabilities might have
postschool aspirations that would be better served by content that is
not adequately reflected by the ISTEP+ (vocational skills, technolog-
ical training, and practical mathematics were mentioned). Addition-
ally, respondents acknowledged that students were not only more
capable of demonstrating competence with more performance-ori-
ented tasks, but that they actually preferred these (hands-on tasks).

Second, a number of administrators shared concerns that stu-
dents with learning disabilities had not experienced adequate expo-
sure to a school curriculum that focused on the essential skills. One
respondent specifically mentioned “the content of special education
program,” another acknowledged, “we have not challenged the LD
students” whereas others spoke more generally of timing within the
school curriculum, or lack of curriculum alignment, and remediation
needs that interfere with teaching more advanced topics.

A third idea can be characterized as lack of support for a stan-
dardized demonstration of the essential skills. Administrators
acknowledged student diversity in achievement and learning styles
and condemned the “one size fits all” approach of the ISTEP+. Many
specifically mentioned lack of attention to individual needs in terms
of educational goals being reflected within the content of the GQE.

Last, administrators declared that the prohibition of any testing
modifications and certain testing accommodations was unfair to stu-
dents with LD, specifically those for whom particular modifications
and accommodations are specified in their IEPs and allowed during
throughout the school year. One comment pointed to students’ abilities
to compensate for their disabilities in natural environments, compen-
sation strategies that are disallowed during the test administration.

A few responses charged that the GQE is not aligned with any-
one’s educational goals, but that it is “a blatant misuse of funds, “a
political pawn to ‘finger point’ blame. . ..” Yes, GQE is aligned with
goals of most students with LD. Several subthemes emerged. The
most prominent subtheme can be characterized as support for the
standards as reasonable expectations for earning a high school
diploma and a belief that all students ought to meet these expectations
for post-secondary success. For example, one administrator stated,
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“Yes, the proficiencies are well developed standards that reflect
higher order thinking which should be required of all students.”

Another prominent idea reflected a belief that participation in
the general education curriculum assured that the educational goals
of students with LD were aligned with the content of the GQE. A
related set of comments specifically affirmed that school(s) had
aligned the curriculum with the essential skills and that students
with learning disabilities have access to this curriculum, either
through general education or special education classes.

Responses that referenced the development of Individual Edu-
cation Plans (IEPs) that considered the essentials skills included in
the GQE generated a fourth subtheme. One respondent stated “yes”
that the goals were aligned and added a comment that the majority
of students with LD could pass the GQE if “our Special Ed program
is working as it should” and another affirmed the same, adding “if
they complete remediation sessions.” Another principal supported
the essential skills as goals for all students. “Yes, after all, it is a
ninth grade proficiency tests. One hundred percent of all of our kids
need [these essential] skills.

Discussion and Conclusions

These findings suggest considerations for current policy and
questions for future research. In this sample, urban schools had a
higher rate of economically disadvantaged students, students with
learning disabilities, and students that fail to pass the GQE. It can
be anticipated that the graduation rate, already relatively low in
these areas, will be further depressed by these new graduation
examinations. These qualities of urban schools render them particu-
larly vulnerable to a misalignment of the goals of inclusion and
mandatory graduation examinations.

Clearly, the passing rates for students with LD were extremely
low relative to those for students in general. They were also, how-
ever, variable from school to school and it is that variability that is of
interest to educators. Unfortunately, deriving meaning from rela-
tively high passing rates is difficult, given that for any one school
district, the ability level of students who are referred and identified
as having a learning disability in itself varies. For a high school to
have a high passing rate of students with LD on the exam can be
interpreted several ways. At first thought, high passing rates may
indicate that schools have exceptional practice, commitment, focus,
and expectations for their students with LD. On the other hand, it
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may simply indicate that in those schools, the students with LD are
relatively high achieving as compared to those students identified as
having LD in another district. Or, in that school, students with LD
with relatively low academic skills drop out before they reach the
tenth grade. In any case, a higher rate of students with LD taking
the examination again underscores the importance of examining the
consistency in intent in both reforms, and the practices that stem
from those goals. Of course, inclusive programming, curricular
changes, and support will become irrelevant issues if students with
LD leave school early on in their high school education.

In response to the question of whether the goals of the GQE are
aligned with the content of the GQE examination, administrators
were almost split in their perspectives. Close to half the respondents
felt that there was a misalignment between the examination and
goals for their students. Those who feel there is a misalignment
between goals for students with LD and GQE content most often
refer to the inappropriateness of a nonindividualized curriculum for
their students, as well as the unrealistic minimum standard set by
the test. In stark contrast, many respondents who felt there was
alignment stated that the content and the standards of examination
were appropriate for students with LD. It is as if there is either con-
fusion or argument over both the characteristics of students with LD
and the goals of inclusive education. Interesting enough, both
respondents who agreed and disagreed with the alignment between
goals and GQE content felt that access to the mainstream curricu-
lum would contribute to success on the test. Those who felt there
was misalignment, however, stated that students with LD had not
been allowed access to the examination, whereas those who agreed
there was alignment felt their students had adequate access and
that their IEPs were consistent with the examination.

It is clear from the data that students in urban schools and stu-
dents with learning disabilities are disproportionably affected by
the mandatory graduation examination. The intent of inclusive
education is to educate students with LD in the mainstream. The
success of inclusion is dependent on whether goals of inclusion are
consistent with those of general education. Specifically in this case,
whether the goals of inclusive education can be met in secondary
settings where minimum competency tests are required for gradua-
tion. Although the goal of improving instruction for the lowest
achieving students is common to both practices, the creation of a
standardized diploma precludes the ability to individualize a pro-
gram for a student with LD. In urban centers, students from low
income or minority populations in essence are held responsible not
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only for passing a test, but for reforming the poor public education
system that contributed to their failure. Those students with LD
are, in addition, held responsible for not finding a cure for their dis-
ability. It is also evident that administrators are not in agreement
that the goals and content of the GQE are aligned, indicating con-
fusion over the direction of a policy that will guarantee the success
of secondary students with learning disabilities in high-poverty,
high-stakes environments.
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Chapter 5

Race, Restructuring, and Educational
Reform: The Mayoral Takeover of the
Detroit Public Schools

Barry M. Franklin

On May 4, 2000, Detroit’s reform school board selected Kenneth
Burnely, the then superintendent of the Colorado Springs Public
Schools, as its choice for the city schools’ first permanent chief execu-
tive officer (CEO) (Miller 2000; Nichols and Harmon 2000; Walsh-Sar-
necki and Schmitt 2000). His appointment marked the culmination of
a year and a half struggle, modeled in large part after the 1995 may-
oral takeover of the Chicago public schools, to replace the city’s elected
school board with one appointed by the mayor and to replace a tradi-
tional superintendent with the new position of CEO. It was a battle
that pitted segments of the city’s majority African-American popula-
tion against each other, that brought Detroit’s largely African-Ameri-
can Democratic legislative delegation into conflict with both the city’s
African-American Democratic Mayor, Dennis Archer, and the virtually
all white Republican dominated state legislature, and created a
working alliance around school reform between Mayor Archer and
Michigan’s Republican governor, John Engler. This battle over the
governance of the Detroit public schools, then, provides a good case
study of an effort to transfer a reform initiative, in this case a mayoral
takeover, from one setting to another and the resulting pattern of con-
flicts and alliances over school reform that at least one city school sys-
tem is currently experiencing. In this essay, I will examine the debates
surrounding the takeover legislation from the end of 1998 through its
passage in March 1999, explore the resulting pattern of discord and
agreement, look at how issues of race played themselves out in these
engagements, and consider what these battles tell us about the
prospects of a mayoral takeover as a reform strategy.

95
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The approach that I will take in this essay is that of the critical-
empirical review. Developed by St. John and Hossler (1998), this
method first seeks to place the reform, in this case mayoral
takeovers, in a historical context. In doing so, the essay provides the
reader some sense of how the reform came about. With that setting
established, the review then considers the ideological claims of its
supporters and opponents, the theoretical frameworks underlying
those claims, and the research deployed by proponents and oppo-
nents to support their assertions about the reform in question.
Finally, the review explores the Detroit reform in light of what exist-
ing research tells us about mayoral takeovers as a reform strategy.

Situating Mayoral Takeovers
in a Historical Context

Despite our historic tradition of local control, the ultimate legal
authority of the states for public education has made for a long his-
tory of state intervention. New York Governor William Seward’s suc-
cessful effort in 1842 to replace the New York City Public School
Society with a truly public school system governed by a central
board of education and a number of ward boards can be viewed as a
state intervention. So, too, can the effort of the New York State Leg-
islature some fifty years later in 1896 to abolish the ward boards in
favor of a centralized system of public schooling in New York City
(Ravitch 1974). Similarly, the attempt of the California legislature in
1870 to end San Francisco’s exemption from the state’s textbook
adoption law constitutes another nineteenth century example of this
practice (Tyack, James, and Benavot 1987).

There have been at least two twentieth century precedents that
have lent support for such interventions. One has been the actions of
the federal courts in the aftermath of the Brown decision to intervene
in the operation of local school districts to implement desegregation.
Although occurring at the federal level, an array of strategies includ-
ing the appointment of special masters to administer public school
systems, the establishment of intradistrict and interdistrict busing
programs, the adjustment of attendance boundaries, and merging of
urban and suburban schools, have bestowed a sense of reasonable-
ness about the prospect of external takeovers (Armour 1995; Douglas
1995; Orfield et al. 1996). A second, and perhaps more direct prece-
dent has been the actions of state governments to restructure school
systems that have been identified as failing because of financial dif-
ficulties and/or the academic underperformance of their students
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(Education Commission of the States 1999; Hunter and Swan 1999;
Henig et al. 1999; Kirst 1992). In some instances, as was the case in
1996 in New York City, the state legislature gave the city school’s
chancellor new authority over the systems thirty-two local boards of
education (Purday 1996). In other instances, such as in Newark, New
Jersey, the state itself took over the administration and operation of
the affected school system (Anyon 1997). And in still other takeovers,
including Chicago and Cleveland, state legislation authorized the
ceding of authority for operating public schools to the mayors of the
cities in which these districts were located (Bryk, Kerbow, and Rollow
1997; Eisinger 2000; Harmon 1996; Mirel 1993; McWhirter and
Kennedy 1999; Terry 1995).! Detroit represents the latest instance of
such a mayoral takeover.

There have been a number of reasons offered to justify these
state takeovers. First, this reform is seen as a reasonable response
to popular dissatisfaction with the effectiveness of local school
bureaucracies. Second, a state takeover is viewed as a mechanism
for achieving financial and academic accountability in failing school
systems. Third, a state intervention is often promoted as a response
to current demands for the structural reform of public schools.
Finally, mayoral takeovers fit nicely with an increasingly popular
belief that a new group of mayors have come on the scene who pos-
sess both the will and ability to overcome the problems facing city
schools (Henig et al. 1999; Kirst and Bulkley 2000).

There were in Michigan a number of events during the last ten
or so years that had created a climate conducive to a state takeover
of the Detroit public schools. In the late 1980s state officials had in
fact threatened the Detroit Board of Education with a takeover if
they could not resolve the district’s financial problems. In 1989
Mayor Coleman Young had called for the abolition of the Board of
Education and direct mayoral control as a solution to the school sys-
tem’s fiscal difficulties (Mirel 1998). Five years later, the passage of
Proposition A, which shifted the support of public schooling from
local property taxes to state appropriations, created conditions for a
greater role for the state in the management of public education
(Henig et al. 1999; Arsen, Plank, and Sykes 2000; Kearney 1994). In
1996, Governor Engler offered Mayor Archer the prospect of manag-
ing Detroit’s schools, but Archer turned him down (Robles and
Christoff 1997). And in his 1997 State of the State address, Michi-
gan’s governor had proposed the state takeover of school districts
with high dropout rates or high failure rates on state proficiency
tests. In that talk, he made specific reference to two low performing,
largely African-American school systems, Benton Harbor and
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Detroit. (“Text of State of the State Address” 1997; “Comment: Local
Control Can’t be Used” 1997).

Governor Engler’s Mayoral Takeover Plan

In his State of the State address in January 1999, Governor
Engler renewed the call that he made two years earlier for a state
takeover of failing school districts. Citing the action of the Illinois
legislature to give Chicago’s Mayor, Richard Daley, the power to
appoint the city’s school board and the system’s CEO, Engler pro-
posed that the legislature give the state’s mayors authority over
their city’s schools. In his words, they should have the authority to
“break the bureaucracy, fix the schools, and put our children first.”
As Engler saw it, this reform in Chicago was the result of a biparti-
san and multiracial coalition and it was leading to higher test scores,
increased attendance, higher standards, better graduation rates, the
end of social promotion, and the reduction of waste, fraud, and cor-
ruption in the management of the city schools (Engler 1999).

Hoping to counter Engler’s plan even before it was officially pre-
sented, the Detroit Board of Education announced some three days
before the State of the State address that they would soon be issuing
a series of reforms that they labeled as “revolutionary” and
“unprecedented.” It was a series of reforms, according to one board
member, Juan Jose Marinez, that would remind people of the things
that were currently happening in the Chicago public schools. Board
of Education President Darryl Redmond challenged the need for a
state takeover noting that the district was currently enjoying a bud-
get surplus and that scores on the state competency test were on the
increase. As Redmond put it, “we’re going to shake up the status quo
and make sure that never again anyone will be able to point a fin-
ger and say, ‘there’s bad education in the city of Detroit.”” (“Board
Calls Its Plan Revolutionary,” 1999).

The following day, Redmond went on to criticize Engler on the
grounds that his real motive for the proposed takeover was not stu-
dent achievement but rather the money that he claimed the state
would control from the city’s 1994 $1.5 billion bond referendum
(“Schools Resist State Takeover” 1999). Democratic State Senator
Burton Leland, a white member of the Detroit delegation in the leg-
islature, viewed Engler’s proposal as having “troubling racial over-
tones.” He likened the takeover to the successful effort of the
governor in 1995 to merge Detroit’s Recorders Court into the Wayne
County Circuit Court. It was a move that many African-American
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Detroiters viewed as an attempt to dilute African-American voting
strength and the influence of the court’s African-American judges as
well as retribution for the conviction, in Recorders Court, of two
white policemen for the beating death of an African-American
Detroiter, Malice Green. As Leland stated, “the notion of a white leg-
islature and white governor dictating to a city that is 80 percent
African American and a school district that is 90 percent African
American is . . . ridiculous and outrageous” (“Board Calls Its Plan
Revolutionary” 1999; “Lessons of the Court Merger” 1999; “Who Will
Fix the Schools” 1999).

Legislative Debates Surrounding
the Takeover

The following month, Dan DeGrow, the Republican Majority
Leader of the Michigan Senate along with three colleagues, two
Republicans and a Democrat, introduced a bill, ostensibly to revise the
state school code, but in fact written to apply only to Detroit. Key to
this legislation was the provision to allow mayors in cities with school
districts enrolling at least 100,000 students, the only one in Michigan
being Detroit, to appoint a reform school board comprised of five
members, each of whom would serve a four year term. It would be the
board’s responsibility to employ a CEO who would serve at their plea-
sure. Once this legislation was enacted, the duties and the powers of
the elected school board and its officers would be suspended. The pro-
posal was to be in effect for five years, after which time Detroit voters
could petition for a referendum on the continuation of the mayoral
appointed Board of Education (Michigan Senate 1999).

In Detroit, particularly, the rationale for a mayoral takeover was
two-pronged. The city’s schools were characterized as having failed
academically with a pattern of persistent low achievement, poor state
proficiency test scores, low graduation rates, and high drop out rates
(“City Schools Must Reform” 1999; “Should State Require” 1999). And
at the same time, the district was depicted as inept in its administra-
tion of the schools, particularly its management of fiscal affairs. The
Board of Education, specifically, was thought to be more interested in
offering “perks” to its members than on providing students with
“enough textbooks, pencils, and other supplies.” (“School Change”
1999; “Detroit’s Costly School Board” 1999).

A week after the bill was introduced, Senator DeGrow and Dar-
ryl Redmond, the newly elected president of the Detroit Board of
Education, presented their differing interpretations on the proposed
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takeover in an exchange in the Detroit News. Invoking the language
of the 1983 “A Nation at Risk” report, DeGrow described Detroit’s
schools as the victim of an “act of war.” In this vein, he noted that the
city’s schools had a graduation rate of 30 percent, that only 6 percent
of Detroit’s high school students met or exceeded state standards on
the High School Proficiency Test, and that only 25 of the city’s 245
elementary schools were fully accredited by the state. This was the
case, he went on to say, despite the fact that the school system
ranked in the top 10 percent in level of expenditures for Michigan
school districts and had enjoyed an 18 percent increase in per pupil
expenditures since 1967. In this context, DeGrow characterized the
takeover bill as an opportunity to reverse this pattern of failure. The
proposed legislation was not, he noted, “about process, power, or
political agendas. It is about what is best for the children attending
the Detroit Public Schools” (DeGrow 1999).

Redmond, painted a distinctly different picture of the condition
of the city’s schools. The key phrase in his description was “improved
significantly.” From his perspective, the schools were “a few years
ago” in difficult straits both in terms of the academic performance of
their students and the management of their finances. At present,
however, the district under the leadership of the Board is addressing
these problems. He noted that state proficiency test scores have
increased, that the city outscored 146 districts in fourth grade math-
ematics, 231 districts in fifth grade science, and 100 districts in
eighth grade writing on state proficiency tests, and that the budget
deficit has been replaced by a $93 million surplus. Not surprisingly,
Redmond offered a different twist on the issue of accreditation.
Ignoring the distinction that DeGrow evidently had made between
schools that had received only interim accreditation and those better
performing schools that were fully accredited, he claimed that all of
Detroit’s schools were in fact accredited. Redmond also noted that
Detroit did not have the academic and budgetary problems of the
Chicago public schools, which seemed to be the model that support-
ers of the takeover used to justify their efforts.

In addition to challenging the actual assessment of takeover sup-
porters, Redmond injected another issues into the debate, that of
local control. Not only did the takeover legislation, in his estimation,
fail to address the problems facing the city’s schools, it did not “create
the conducive collaborative atmosphere for all stakeholders.” He
went on to say that “this legislation seemingly was created in a vac-
uum by state bureaucrats in the executive branch without consulta-
tion by superintendents, parents or other public school stakeholders”
(Redmond 1999).
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A few days earlier, Detroit Superintendent Eddie Green had
also voiced opposition to the takeover. Like Redmond, he noted that
Detroit students need to perform better than they are doing but that
that they have made significant progress during the last four years.
He stated in that vein that Detroit children were currently outscor-
ing such districts as Grand Rapids, Flint, Lansing, Pontiac, and
Muskegon in some areas of the state proficiency tests. Green also
wondered why there was such a rush on the part of the state to
replace the city’s Board of Education. He noted that the Board would
soon reveal its own reform plan and that what was called for was a
thorough discussion and debate on various proposals for improve-
ment that involved all of the “stakeholders.” Finally, Green ques-
tioned why Detroit was singled out for a takeover. The initial version
of the legislation allowed for a state takeover of any school district
that did not meet certain academic and fiscal conditions. He
charged, however, that as a result of political pressure, the final ver-
sion of the legislation was limited to Detroit (Green 1999).

In mid-February, the Board issued its four-part reform plan.
First and foremost, parents would be asked to volunteer for forty
hours during the year to help in their child’s school either in the
classroom or on the playground. To increase the likelihood of this
happening, employers and unions would be asked to allow parents to
take a half a day a month to work as a volunteer in their children’s
school, and clergy would be asked to promote such participation
from the pulpit. As part of this provision, parents would be required
to assist the school in managing any discipline problems exhibited
by their children. Second, the Board of Education would resist
efforts to micromanage the school system. The authority to approve
bids and issue contracts would be shifted from the Board to the
Superintendent. Third, the Board would use all of its current budget
surplus to address the hundred or so lowest performing schools in
the city. Finally, the Board agreed to implement an array of man-
agement reforms that had been recommended by New Detroit, a
coalition of white corporate executives and black community leaders
dedicated to civic improvement and improved racial relations (Ortiz
1999a; “Highlights” 1999).

The hearings before a joint meeting of the House and Senate
Education Committees during February brought out an array of
opponents and supporters of the takeover legislation. Some of the
opponents echoed Senator Leland’s charge that the motivation
behind the proposal was racial. Democratic Representative Ed
Vaughn, an African American from Detroit, challenged Senator
DeGrow’s assertion that the city was singled out for this legislation
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because of its size. He claimed that the takeover was primarily about
race. “The only school district targeted,” he charged, “is the biggest
and the blackest.” More common among the opponents, however,
was the claim that the takeover legislation violated both the princi-
ples of local control and threatened the voting rights of Detroiters.
Rev. Thomas Jackson, a Baptist minister whose six children had
attended the city’s schools, commented at a citizens roundtable orga-
nized by the Detroit News that “everybody that’s voting on this thing
to takeaway my right to vote are [legislators from] another area, and
I don’t have the right to vote them out of office.” This interpretation
of the takeover effort was not, however, devoid of racial overtones.
Jackson went on to say that this initiative was both “wrong” and
“racist” because those who were voting on the mayoral takeover
were not “beholden” to him (“Is It Reform or Racism?” 1999).

Supporters of the takeover expressed a quite different view.
Some, like Richard Blouse, President of Detroit’s Regional Chamber
of Commerce noted, that the legislation is supportive of local control
by placing the power to appoint the Board of Education in the
hands of Detroit’s mayor. The Republican chair of the Senate Edu-
cation Committee, Loren Bennett, went further and claimed that
local control was beside the point. Local governments, he noted,
derived their authority from the state, and the state could enact leg-
islation to alter that authority (“Takeover Foes Turn to Threats”
1999; Hornbeck 1999).

Popular opinion more or less paralleled the divisions among
those attending the hearings. A February 14 poll published in the
Detroit News reported that a majority of Detroiters believed that the
schools were in need of reform. When it came to the takeover legis-
lation, however, about three-quarters of whites were in support of
the proposal whereas over half of the African-Americans polled were
opposed. Sterling Jones, an African-American carpenter who had a
stepdaughter in the city’s schools saw the takeover as “a racist
move.“ The Republicans,” he stated, are primarily a gang of white
men trying to do whatever they can.” Angela Williams, an African-
American mother of four stepchildren in the city’s schools, stated
that she was aware of the problems facing Detroit’s schools but was
afraid of the prospect of losing her vote if the takeover proposal was
successful. On the other side, Frances Irwin, a white parent who has
adopted two sons, one African-American and one white, lauded what
she saw as Engler’s effort to do something about the condition of
Detroit’s schools (McWhirter 1999a). In another sampling of public
opinion a few days earlier, Earl Chambliss, an African-American
Detroiter who sent his son to a parochial school, commented to the
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News that he has lost confidence in the city’s schools (“What Detroit
Residents are Saying” 1999).

Mayor Archer and the Takeover

Using Chicago as a model for his takeover proposal, Governor
Engler looked to Detroit’s Mayor, Dennis Archer, to play a key role in
this effort. He wanted Archer to be ready to appoint a reform board
as soon as the legislation passed and to have a new CEO selected by
July (“Engler Puts Heat” 1999). The previous December, Archer, who
was Detroit’s second African-American mayor following Coleman
Young into office in 1993, appeared to be a likely supporter of a
takeover when he told the Detroit Board of Education to “shape up
or else” (“Archer to DPS Board” 1998). Yet once the actual takeover
legislation had been introduced and was being debated, his position
was harder to pin down.

For several weeks, Archer claimed that he had not made up his
mind regarding the takeover bill or his role in the effort (“Archer
Still Undecided” 1999). In his State of the City Address on February
15, Archer urged caution about the takeover proposal and called for
its careful scrutiny before any plan is enacted. He went on to say
that the kind of legislation that he wanted would do more than just
provide the mayor with power to appoint the Board of Education. He
thought that there were a number of other initiatives that should be
part of this legislation, including a cap on class size of seventeen in
grades one to three and twenty in the remaining grades, mandatory
summer school for underachieving children, the establishment of
after school programs, and program for recruiting 1,200 new teach-
ers for the city. What the city schools needed, he noted, was a “Mar-
shall Plan.” Finally, he urged Senate Majority Leader DeGrow not to
report the takeover bill out of committee until Archer had the oppor-
tunity to share his views with the legislature (Archer 1999).

A week later at a speech to the Economic Club of Detroit, Archer
took a more definitive stand in favor of the takeover and stated if the
legislation passed, he would, in his words, “take the bull by the horns.”
He went on to say that he was currently working with the legislature
to incorporate into the bill some of the provisions he called for in his
State of the City Address (McWhirter and Harmon 1999; “Archer
Ready for School Role” 1999). What seems to have brought Archer on
board was a bipartisan deal negotiated by Senator Virgil Smith, the
only African-American member of the Detroit legislative delegation in
support of the takeover, to provide the city’s schools with an additional
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$15 million to help pay for the additional initiatives that Archer had
requested (McConnell and Christoff 1999a).

Archer’s slowness and sometimes equivocation on the takeover
can be explained by a number of factors. He was in the midst of his
own struggle to fend off a recall drive that began six months after
his reelection to a second term at the behest of a coalition upset with
his failure to back a proposal to give one the city’s new casino licenses
to a local black developer. Although the recall effort would ultimately
fail, there were other doubts raised about his leadership ability as a
result of a failed effort to deal with snow removal in the wake of a sur-
prise blizzard in January 1999 that left many of the city’s residential
streets blocked and closed the schools for almost a week There was
some speculation that the city’s business leaders would seek an alter-
native candidate if he sought a third term (Pepper 1999; “Group Push
Archer Recall Effort” 1999). And there were city residents who were
less concerned that he reform the schools than that he act on an array
of what they saw as neighborhood issues, including the modernization
of the fire department, community policing, and the demolition of
abandoned buildings to name but a few. In this vein the president of
the Bewick Block Club, Leontine Person, told the Free Press that “I
want to see him stick a shovel in the ground and say this is what we’re
going to do for the people of Detroit instead of what these big corpora-
tions are doing” (Dixon 1999).

Beyond these immediate issues, Archer leadership style seemed
to frustrate some Detroiters. More of a conciliator and more willing to
try to work with Detroit’s corporate leaders and white suburban com-
munities than his predecessor, Coleman Young, Archer’s penchant for
compromise and consensus, which was no doubt due to the fifteen
years he spent as a state supreme court judge, was often interpreted
as inaction and an inability to lead (Henig et al. 1999) Pete Waldmeir,
a columnist for the Detroit News claimed that Archer did what he did
best in his comments on the takeover in his State of the City address.
In Waldmeir’s words, “he talked about it.” The columnist went on to
question why the Mayor had asked Senator DeGrow to delay report-
ing the bill out of committee until “who knows when.” As Waldmeir
put, “maybe he thinks lightning will strike and fix everything” (Wald-
meir 1999). The following day another News columnist, George
Weeks, urged Archer to act with more speed. “Archer should,” he
noted, “seize the moment, not try to delay it” (Weeks 1999).

While Archer was deciding what role he would play in the
takeover initiative, the legislature was continuing its deliberations.
On February 25 as 100 or so protesters crowded the halls of the capi-
tol in Lansing chanting, singing, and issuing threats of recall, the
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Senate Education Committee, although interrupted briefly by two
Detroit House members who voiced opposition to the bill as an
“affront” to the voting rights of their constituents, voted 3-1 to
report out the takeover proposal to the full Senate without amend-
ments (Christoff 1999). At the same time, a number of Senate Dem-
ocrats were contemplating attempts to amend the bill on the Senate
floor. Gary Peters, a Democratic Senator from Bloomfield Township,
had two such amendments in mind. One would require a referen-
dum by Detroit voters to approve the takeover. He argued that the
abolition of the elected board required by the legislation as well as
the fact that the Mayor had not been elected to operate the schools
had implications for the “voting rights” of Detroiters that could only
be settled by popular vote. The other amendment that he wanted
would require an election at the end of five years to determine if
Detroiters wanted the takeover plan to continue. As Peters saw it,
the Republican legislature had the votes to approve the takeover leg-
islation for implementation the following year. What they lacked,
however, was the two-thirds majority necessary to implement the
bill immediately as Governor Engler wished. Under such circum-
stance, he believed that there was an opportunity for Democrats to
play a role in shaping the final outcome (“Presidential Primary”
1999). As it turned out, neither amendment ended up in the final bill
that the Senate passed at the beginning of March.

Rather than amending the Senate bill when they received it, the
House with bipartisan support passed its own version of a takeover
bill. Under the provisions of this plan, Governor Engler was to appoint
a monitor who would run the schools while retaining the elected
Board of Education in an advisory capacity. When the Monitor’s term
expires in 2003, Board members could run for re-election and their
authority to manage the schools would be returned to them.

The six Detroit Democrats who supported the House takeover
plan claimed that it, unlike the Senate bill, protected the voting
rights of Detroiters and placed responsibility for reform clearly on
the Governor. Equally important in their support of the House alter-
native was their distrust and dislike of Archer. They generally ques-
tioned the quality of his leadership of the city as well as being upset
that they had not been consulted in the development of the original
takeover plan. There was also some feeling among these legislators
that Archer’s apparent support of the takeover proposal was a
betrayal of African-American interests. One of their number, Repre-
sentative Lamar Lemmons, noted that if there had to be a takeover,
it would be better to give the power to Engler than to Archer. “If you
want a plantation analogy,” he told the Detroit Free Press, it’s
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African Americans’ experience that overseers are often worse than
dealing directly with the master.” (Bell 1999b; Hornbeck and Har-
mon 1999; Walsh-Sarnecki 1999). The House bill was not just, how-
ever, an attack on Archer. The minority Floor Leader of the House
Democrats, Detroiter Kwame Kilpatrick, saw the effort as a “strate-
gic move” to force Republicans to negotiate on the terms of the
takeover (McConnell 1999b).

In response to the House action, the Senate did in fact introduce
some changes into their takeover legislation. They altered the mem-
bership of the appointed board to seven members, six appointed by
Mayor Archer with the seventh seat given to state school Superin-
tendent Art Ellis or his designee. The board would, in turn, appoint a
CEO. And they agreed to maintain the elected Board of Education in
an advisory capacity (Bell and Christoff 1999; Gregg 1999b). A week
later both the Senate and the House passed the bill with sufficient
majorities to allow for its immediate implementation (McConnell and
Christoff 1999b; Schulz 1999). Governor Engler quickly signed the
bill into law and Mayor Archer designated Detroit’s current general
superintendent of schools, Eddie Green, as acting CEO until the new
reform board selected a permanent CEO (“School Takeover Gets
Rolling” 1999).

The Takeover as an Ideological Battleground

The dispute over the takeover legislation involved two distinct
but related conflicts, one having to do with the governance of the
Detroit public schools and the other dealing with political control of
the city. The battle over the city school’s governance pitted two lose
groupings of individuals. On one side stood an African-American and
white coalition in support of restructuring the schools including Gov-
ernor Engler, Mayor Archer, a few key African-American community
leaders, the Republican majority in the state legislature, a handful of
Democratic legislatures, the city’s two major newspapers and a num-
ber of their columnists, Detroit’s principal black newspaper, and,
according to one poll, about 40 percent of the city’s African-American
population. Arrayed against them was a largely but not exclusively
African-American alliance comprising the vast majority of Detroit’s
Democratic legislative delegation, the Detroit City Council, several
African-American community leaders, a number of politicians and
school administrators and board of education members outside of
Detroit, and, according to the poll cited above, about half of the city’s
African-American population (McWhirter 1999a; Ortiz 1999a).
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At one level this was clearly an ideological conflict about how
the city’s schools should be run. Many of the supporters of the
takeover legislation invoked the image of Chicago when they talked
about the potential that a mayoral takeover held out for Detroit.
What is less clear, however, is whether either the supporters or the
opponents of the takeover understood where the reforms imple-
mented in Chicago fitted into the larger process of school reform that
had been underway in the nation since the early 1980s. When the
takeover was first proposed by Governor Engler, Joe Stroud, a
columnist for the Detroit Free Press pointed out that reforming the
schools would require both “top down” district level reforms like the
takeover to improve school accountability along with “bottom-up”
initiatives involving parents, teachers, principals, and students to
make changes within the classrooms (Stroud 1999a).

In a later column midway through the conflict, he pointed to the
liabilities of relying wholly on either kind of initiative. As he saw it,
a powerful state bureaucracy could interfere with the efforts of par-
ents and teachers to improve the quality of education in the class-
room. Local control, however, could undermine wider efforts to
introduce higher standards. What had to be done if Detroit’s schools
were to improve, he argued, was for reformers to strike something of
a balance between centralizing and decentralizing impulses so that
the status quo would be challenged with “accountability imposed
from above as well as from the empowerment of parents and stu-
dents at the most intimate level.” There were no simple solutions for
addressing the problems facing public schools. “Working from both
ends, though, from the top and the bottom, we just might get the
education results we want for more nearly all the children of Michi-
gan” (Stroud 199b). Stroud, then, seemed to be aware of the shifts
between centralization and decentralization that had punctuated
the various so-called “waves” of school reform that were then occur-
ring as well as recognizing the strengths and limitations of the kind
of restructuring that a mayoral takeover posed for school governance
(Hess 1999; Murphy 1992).

The majority of the proponents of the takeover did not, however,
frame their support in the language of educational reform or restruc-
turing. Although both the Detroit Free Press and the Detroit News
supported the takeover on their editorial pages, it was unclear what,
if any, reform ideology drove either newspaper. Their advocacy of
this initiative seemed to have little to do with their belief in any par-
ticular set of educational ideas but rather was motivated by more
pragmatic concerns about the ability of the city’s schools to operate
effectively under its present administrative structure. A takeover
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was called for, according to both of these newspapers, because of the
schools’ seeming failure, despite numerous opportunities over a
period of years, to educate Detroit’s children and the Board of Edu-
cation’s ineptitude, if not outright corruption, when it came to man-
aging the district’s finances (“School Change” 1999; “Leadership”
1999; “Detroit’s Costly School Board” 1999). The Michigan Chroni-
cle, the state’s African-American newspaper, saw the takeover as a
means of wresting control of the schools from a politically oriented
board of education whose major commitment was in maintaining its
power. As the editors saw it, the existing board had placed a concern
for the education of the city’s children behind their concerns with
“making a good impression at public meetings, controlling contracts,
dispensing favors, and building a base to launch future political
campaigns” (“The Michigan Chronicle” 1999).

Similarly the comments that ordinary Detroiters made to the
press in support of the takeover do not seem to be driven by any spe-
cific educational ideology but rather by the belief that their schools
were not well managed and not working to educate the city’s chil-
dren (McWhirter 1999a; “Would Takeover Help” 1999). As Yvette
Anderson noted in a letter to the Detroit News, the takeover battle
was not about race. “Black people,” she went on to say “just want a
proper education provided to their children so they can become pro-
ductive citizens” (“Would Takeover Help” 1999).

The opponents of the takeover opposed this initiative on both
pragmatic and ideological grounds. As a practical matter, those who
were against the takeover thought that it was unnecessary because
Detroit’s schools were in fact improving on a number of fronts
including student achievement. Beyond that, however, they did
mount an ideological argument against mayoral control. Such an ini-
tiative, they argued, violated the principles of local control, denied
Detroiters their voting rights, and was racist in intent. As Rev.
Leonard Young, a Baptist minister from Detroit, made clear at the
initial hearings before the House and Senate Education Committees,
the takeover legislation was an effort to subvert a local election. He
went on to say that “if you respect black people, you will respect our
vote” (“Takeover Foes Turn to Threats” 1999).

Although the opponents to the takeover often expressed their
descent in racialized terms, it is important to note that this dispute
was not a monolithic black-white conflict. In fact, there were
African-American and whites on both sides of the issue. The city’s
two major African-American organizations, the NAACP and the
Urban League, took opposing positions on the takeover. The NAACP
opposed the takeover on the grounds that removing an elected board
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of education in favor of an appointed one threatened the voting
rights of Detroiters. The League, however, supported the takeover.
The key issue, as they saw it, was not voting rights but the need to
have quality schools that would prepare the city’s children for jobs
and other opportunities (Harmon 1999; Oritiz 1999b).

Supporters for the takeover in fact included African-American
organizations such as the Detroit Association of Black Organiza-
tions, 100 Black Men, and the Ecumenical Ministers Alliance as well
as such integrated groups as the Detroit Federation of Teachers, the
Detroit Organization of School Administrators and Supervisors,
New Detroit, and the Detroit Regional Chamber of Commerce
(Oguntoyinbo 1999; Ortiz 1999kb; Pardo 1999; Van Moorlehem
1999; Van Moorlehem and Bell 1999). Rev. Horace Sheffield, pastor
of Detroit’s New Galilee Missionary Baptist Church and co-chair of
the Ecumenical Alliance, reflected the frustration of many of these
supporters over the emphasis that had been given to issues of race in
this dispute. He challenged the claim of many of the opponents of the
takeover that attributed racist motives to Engler and those whites
that supported him. In his words, “the only race that matters is the
race that succeeds in properly educating our children before another
generation is lost” (Van Moorlehem 1999).

Similarly, opposition to the takeover did not just come from
Detroit African Americans. A number of largely if not virtually all
white school districts, including such suburban Detroit systems as
West Bloomfield, Royal Oak, and Hazel Park as well as those in the
rural out-state communities of Boyne and L’Anse, opposed the
takeover as did a majority of the membership of the Michigan Asso-
ciation of School Boards. The issue for these opponents was not of
course race but local control. From their vantage point, the takeover
proposal if passed would provide a precedent that might threaten
the future independence of their districts (Audi 1999).

The battle for political control of the city was a conflict within
Detroit’s African-American community involving Mayor Archer on
one side and the city’s legislative delegation, particularly State Rep-
resentatives Ed Vaughn and Kwame Kilpatrick, on the other. This
dispute was certainly connected to the takeover conflict in that edu-
cational reform was, as we have seen, a point of division for them. Yet
the quarrel between Archer and these African-American Detroit
Democrats predates the takeover debate. Ed Vaughn had run for
mayor against Archer in 1997 and lost, whereas both Kilpatrick’s par-
ents, Congresswomen Carolyn Kilpatrick and Wayne County Com-
missioner Bernard Kilpatrick, had at times contemplated running for
mayor. Kwame Kilpatrick and his father in fact were members of the
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African-American Men’s Organization, a group that was organized in
1997 to counter Archer’s influence (Bell 1999a; Waldmeir 1999).

The takeover offered Archer’s African-American rivals the per-
fect opportunity for expressing their antipathy toward him. Archer’s
ongoing problems, particularly the recall attempt, his botched effort
to deal with snow removal, and the criticism of his conciliatory
approach to addressing city problems had rendered him vulnerable
to attacks from his opponents (Puls 1999; McWhirter 1999b). At the
same time, the Mayor’s African-American support for the takeover
was weak. Bill Beckham, president of New Detroit and a proponent
of the takeover, was rumored to be a possible challenger to Archer if
the Mayor sought a third term. As it turned out, however, Beckham
died suddenly the month following the passage of the takeover legis-
lation. And Senator Virgil Smith’s support was attributed to his
desire to cooperate with Republicans in order to secure an appoint-
ment of some kind when term limit legislation forced him to leave
the Senate in 2002 (Pepper 1999; “Takeover Makes Odd Allies”
1999). Under these circumstances, the support that African-Ameri-
can Detroiters gave to the passage of a House version of a takeover
bill was their way of embarrassing Archer by telling him in effect
that they preferred the leadership of a white Republican governor
than their fellow African-American Democrat (McConnell 1999a;
Bell 1999b; Johnson 1999).

The takeover dispute was, however, not just about conflict. It
also was the vehicle for an alliance between an African-American,
Democratic mayor and a white Republican governor. Although
Archer and Engler voiced similar criticisms of the Detroit public
schools, it is not clear to what extent they agreed on educational
matters. In fact when the House passed its own takeover proposal
that placed the governor in charge, Engler angered Archer by stating
that he would be satisfied with either the Senate’s mayoral takeover
plan or the House legislation. He did, however, after a brief meeting
with Archer following the House’s action, reaffirm his support for the
Senate plan (Bell 1999b).

In the end, Engler and Archer’s alliance may have had more to do
with the politics of the moment than with educational ideology. The
success of the takeover proposal was the most recent indication of the
fact that Detroit was losing the influence that it once had enjoyed in
the state legislature. The city’s declining population, Republican con-
trol of the state government, and recent term limit legislation were
the culprits behind this change. Between 1950 and 1990 Detroit’s pop-
ulation fell from about 1.8 million to just over 1 million. As a result,
the city has lost membership in the state House of Representatives
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from thirty seats in 1950 to twenty in 1970, to thirteen in 1999.
Declining population had also affected Detroit’s voting power. In the
1958 gubernatorial election, about 25 percent of the votes came from
Detroit. In 1978, the city accounted for 11.5 percent of the votes, and
in the 1998 election for 7.5 percent of the votes. And recently passed
term limit legislation would soon force the most senior members of the
Detroit legislative delegation, whose tenure and experience provided
them with the greatest influence, to leave office.

The result was that Republicans at the state level could act
notwithstanding the opposition of Detroit Democrats. In the 1998
legislative session, they were able to pass a bill to mandate drug
testing welfare recipients despite objections from Detroit lawmak-
ers. And they were able to force the city to lower its income tax in
exchange for a guaranteed share of state revenues. It was no doubt
this shift in power relations that Representative Vaughn had in
mind when he accused Governor Engler of practicing, in his words,
“plantation politics” (Gregg 1999a).

Seen in this light, Engler may have viewed the takeover as a
means of cementing an alliance with Archer that would divide state
Democrats and as a result further diminish Democratic party power
in Michigan. For Engler, the takeover, if it actually served to
improve the schools, offered him the opportunity to enhance his rep-
utation as a visionary and a leader without much risk. He could
undertake the initiative without worrying about angering Detroit
African Americans since he did not need their votes to get elected.
And if the takeover failed to improve the schools, he could blame
Archer. The mayor was also attracted to the takeover by the prospect
of reforming the city’s schools, which would further advance the
leadership role that he was assuming in national Democratic Party
politics. For Archer, however, the venture was riskier. If the schools
did not improve, he would in all likelihood suffer increased opposi-
tion to his administration (Ryan 1999; “Archer Puts Political
Future” 1999).

Theories Underlying the Takeover

The conflict over the takeover was not for the most part, as I
have said, framed in theoretical terms. Only rarely did either the
supporters or opponents of a mayoral takeover in Detroit mount an
explicitly ideological argument to support their position. They made
their case on the more or less pragmatic grounds of the efficacy of
Detroit’s schools in educating the city’s children. Nonetheless, the
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nature of the conflict does become more understandable if we inter-
pret it through a theoretical lens. Labaree (1997) offers such a
framework in his discussion of the conflicting goals that Americans
routinely invoke to talk about the purposes of U.S. education. As
Labaree sees it debates about school restructuring, which is at the
heart of the Detroit takeover conflict, are one of the myriad of issues
about which educational reformers routinely argue. Such a conflict,
he goes on to say, is not really about organizational issues but about
political ones. That is, the dispute over the takeover is not so much a
battle over differing conceptions of how to make schools better but
rather about the goals to which we wish schools to be directed.

Labaree identifies three such conflicting goals, democratic equal-
ity, social efficiency, and social mobility, that have emerged out of the
historic tensions and contradictions in U.S. society between the
ideals of democracy and those of capitalism. Arrayed against each
other for the loyalties of Americans, it is the ebb and flow of their
influence as they come to the fore, retreat to the sidelines, and then
emerge again that characterizes for him the history of American edu-
cation. From the perspective of democratic equality, education is a
public good that benefits all members of society by preparing youth
with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions required for citizenship
and political participation in American society. To ensure that all stu-
dents have equal opportunity to acquire these educational opportuni-
ties, this goal requires that schooling be widely accessible to all
segments of society. A second goal for Labaree is that of social effi-
ciency. Here, too, education is a public good for promoting society’s
economic development and well-being. The purpose of education from
this perspective is to prepare youth to fulfill the economic roles that
are essential for a prosperous and productive economy. Meeting such
a purpose requires a differentiated curriculum that channels stu-
dents toward their appropriate occupational destiny, which in turn
entails that schools will be highly stratified with selective access. A
third goal that Labaree identifies is that of social mobility. From this
vantage point, education is a private good that enables individuals to
obtain an advantage over other members of society. The goal of edu-
cation from this vantage point is to prepare youth for desirable social,
economic, or political positions and in so doing to offer them a com-
petitive advantage over others.

Labaree’s framework does indicate a clear political conflict
between the supporters and opponents of the takeover. In defending
a mayoral takeover its proponents talked at times about the poten-
tial of this reform for enhancing standards, improving test scores
and graduation rates, and eliminating waste in the administration
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of the schools. Such results were important for these reformers
because they would enhance the efficiency of Detroit’s schools in
preparing its students for their occupational roles in adult society. In
promoting the takeover on these grounds, its supporters were in
effect extolling the goal of social efficiency. The opponents of the
takeover, on the other hand, challenged this proposal on egalitarian
grounds. As they saw it, the takeover threatened the voting rights
of Detroiters thereby undermining their ability to act as participat-
ing citizens in a democratic society. Such voting rights were of par-
ticular salience for African Americans, they went on to say, because
they were the hard fought fruits of their victory over the forces of
discrimination and racism. In making this argument, the opponents
of the takeover were in effect justifying their position in terms of the
goal of democratic equality.

Lest we assume, however, that the positions of the supporters
and opponents of the takeover were that unified and monolithic and
the battle lines between them were that clear, we should also note a
commonality in their arguments to which Labaree’s framework
points. In defending their positions both supporters and opponents
argued about the relative success of Detroit’s schools in educating
children in general and their children in particular. That is when the
supporters of the takeover talked about the failure of the city’s
schools to educate children, they were in effect noting the fact that
the schools did not offer children, particularly African-American
children, the knowledge and skills that they need to compete effec-
tively in adult society. And when the opponents of the takeover noted
the fact that Detroit’s schools were improving they were claiming
that these schools were making progress in offering the city’s chil-
dren the competitive advantage that they required to succeed in the
larger society. To the degree that both the proponents and opponents
defended their position in these terms, they were invoking the goal
of social mobility.

Labaree (1997) alerts us to the fact that it is not unusual for
both the supporters and the opponents of the takeover to share a
commitment to the goal of social mobility. Proponents of democratic
equality have often invoked the doctrine of social mobility to bolster
their opposition to the goal of social efficiency. Both democratic
equality and social mobility, he notes, can be invoked to justify
increasing student access to educational opportunity over and
against the tendency of advocates of social efficiency to favor differ-
ential and restricted access to schooling. Similarly, supporters of
social efficiency have often supported the goal of social mobility to
strengthen their opposition to democratic equality. Labaree points
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out in this vein that both goals can support the commitment to
increased stratification through tracking and curriculum differenti-
ation as opposed to the challenge that a belief in democratic equality
poses to these two practices. Labaree’s framework, then, makes the-
oretical sense of the diversity of rationales offered in defense and in
opposition to the takeover proposal.

Assessing the Research on Mayoral Takeovers

The supporters of the takeover, I noted earlier in this chapter,
claimed to be motivated by two goals. First, they wanted to address
what they believed to be the academic failure of the district to secure
high levels of learning and achievement on the part of their stu-
dents. Second, they wanted to deal with an array of administrative
problems that had to do with the management, particularly the fis-
cal management, of the city’s schools. Some nine months into this
reform initiative, it is clearly premature to assess these outcomes in
Detroit. There is, however, some research data from Chicago, whose
restructuring initiative was directed toward similar goals to those of
Detroit, that can offer us something in the way of a tentative assess-
ment of this reform strategy.

Chicago, it is important to note, approached its restructuring
effort in a very different way than did Detroit. Chicago’s initiative
began in 1988 with the passage by the Illinois state legislature of a
school reform act to provide for greater site-based control by shifting
authority and resources from the central administration to the local
schools. An important feature of this proposal was the establishment
of local school councils (LLSC) at each of the city’s school as a means
of providing greater power to parents in the management of their
local schools. Composed of parents, community members, teachers,
and the principal, the LSC was given authority to hire and fire the
principal, to approve the school budget, and to approve the School
Improvement Plan that guided the school’s reform effort. The other
key components of this proposal included the removal of principal
tenure in favor of making principals accountable to the LSC while at
the same time giving them greater control over school budgets, the
physical plan, and the recruitment and hiring of new teachers. All in
all, the 1988 reforms were designed to decentralize control of the
city’s schools while empowering parents, teachers, and principals as
the agents of change (Bryk et al. 1998).

The 1995 mayoral takeover in Chicago, on which the Detroit
reforms were modeled, only occurred when it became clear that the
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local efforts called for in the earlier reform plan had accomplished all
that they could without reform of the central administration.
Despite the new authority granted to LSCs and principals, it had
turned out that the discretionary funds that principals were granted
in the 1988 reform package were slow in being released by the Board
of Education, that principals had difficulty getting the staff that
they now had authority to hire on the payroll, that it was difficult for
local schools to obtain needed supplies, and that capital improve-
ment projects including building construction and renovation were
slow in coming. To remedy these problems, the 1995 reform act
introduced a centralizing element into the initiative by replacing a
fifteen-member Board of Education appointed by the mayor from a
list of nominees with a five-member Board of Trustees appointed
directly by the mayor; by establishing the position of a CEO and a
management team to administer the system; by giving the CEO
authority to privatize a number of auxiliary school functions; and by
giving the CEO authority to take action against failing schools,
including the ability to reorganize and restaff them. These central-
izing initiatives at the top ultimately came to be seen by Chicago
reformers as the preconditions necessary if the academic problems
affecting the school system were to be addressed.

There is some evidence in Detroit that the new CEO is beginning
to address the inadequacies in the district’s fiscal management. A
financial audit of the school system that was ordered by the interim
CEO, David Adamany, before Burnley was hired, uncovered what
appeared to be a longstanding practice on the part of school employees
of misappropriating school funds. The first such audit in twelve years,
it revealed numerous instances of shoddy bookkeeping, charges of
embezzlement against three former school bookkeepers, and the citing
of fifteen high school principals for missing funds, unrecorded ticket
sales, and the use of school funds for personal expenses. The most
egregious of these cases was that of the principal of Henry Ford High
School who claimed reimbursement for numerous personal expenses
including alcohol, home improvement expenses, and his son’s vacation
in Italy. All in all, the auditors recommended that he repay the district
over $76,000 for unallowable expenditures. The audit not only identi-
fied problems that existed prior to the takeover, it pointed to what
appears to be continuing administrative inadequacies. Among the
principals criticized for their misappropriations were four who had
been appointed by Burnley to a newly established position, that of
Executive Director of Accountability. Burnley’s creation of this new
position, which was designed to provide assistance to principals in
remedying the district’s low graduation rate and poor performance on
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standardized tests, was itself criticized on several grounds. First, it
was felt that the district was already administratively top-heavy. Sec-
ond, seven of his appointees, it turned out, were former principals of
schools with low test scores that had declined even further under their
leadership. Finally, Burnley was accused of cronyism because these
appointees included his high school track coach and the wife of a
school board member (Harmon 2000a, 2000c, 2000d). As of the writing
of this essay, the three former bookkeepers have been or are being
prosecuted, two of the high school principals accused of misappropri-
ating funds have been fired, and three of the principals who were pro-
moted to Executive Director of Accountability have been reassigned to
their former or to other positions (Harmon 2000b, 2000e; Ross, 2000;
Walsh-Sarnecki, Schaefer, and Ross 2000).

The fact that the audit was initiated and completed by CEOs
appointed by the reform board does suggest that the mayoral takeover
could, given sufficient time, address the management problems that
have historically plagued Detroit’s schools. Chicago’s reformers in fact
have identified that kind of success as a result of their 1995 mayoral
takeover (Bryk et al. 1998). Yet there are some early warning signs
that the changes mandated in Detroit by the takeover, specifically a
mayoral appointed board and the creation of the CEO might not be
sufficient. Not only has Burnley been criticized for appointment prac-
tices, the Detroit News accused the district’s administration of with-
holding the results of the financial audit for four months. They went
on to claim that he, in fact, knew about the result of the audit before
he promoted the four principals cited in the report for financial irreg-
ularities (Harmon 2000c, 2000d).

Research data from Chicago about student achievement as a
result of both the 1988 and 1995 reforms have been inconclusive.
Early assessments that relied on the Illinois Goals Assessment Pro-
gram tests pointed to some modest improvements in mathematics
and writing and declines in reading. More recent assessments that
employed the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills have indicated gains in
mathematics and reading. Notwithstanding these differences, how-
ever, questions have been raised about the meaning of these acade-
mic gains and declines as well as the potential role of Chicago’s
restructuring efforts in enhancing student learning. Because an
array of externally and internally funded programs designed to
improve mathematics and writing achievement were in place inde-
pendent of the reform initiative, it is not clear that any of these aca-
demic gains hinged on restructuring. It is also not clear whether
standardized tests represent a good vehicle for capturing the kind of
improvements in student learning that have been predicated as the
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outcome of restructuring. And finally, it is not clear if restructuring
has been in place long enough for there to be any indication of
improvements in student learning (Bryk, Kerbow, and Rollow 1997;
Bryk 1999; Mirel 1993).

From what we know thus far about Chicago, it is uncertain
whether the Detroit takeover can by itself enhance academic
achievement in the city’s schools. The kind of mayoral takeover that
occurred in Chicago was in fact the second phase of a larger reform
effort that began in 1988. Such an initiative may turn out, then, to
be an insufficient reform strategy or perhaps even the wrong tactic
for ensuring the kind of academic improvements for which its sup-
porters in Detroit are hoping. Thus far the results of Detroit’s may-
oral takeover point to a mixed record in addressing the management
problems of the city’s public schools. If Chicago is a good guide, and
it is the only guide we now have, it would appear that by itself, such
a reform may not address the academic problems of Detroit’s schools.
There is some evidence, again from Chicago, to suggest that such an
outcome would require changes in the organization and operation of
local schools that a mayoral takeover may render more effective.
And these “bottom-up” reforms are no where to be found in Detroit
takeover proposal. Joe Stroud, the Detroit Free Press columnist who
alone among supporters of the takeover seemed to understand its
ideological roots, said as much when Engler announced his proposal.
One wonders if anyone in Detroit was listening?

Conclusions

In this chapter, I have examined the debates surrounding the
mayoral takeover of the Detroit public schools, explored the result-
ing patterns of conflict and agreement, looked at the role that race
has played in that dispute, and considered what this conflict tells us
about the efficacy of mayoral takeovers as a reform strategy. Pro-
moted by Michigan’s Governor John Engler in his 1999 State of the
State Address, a mayoral takeover was presented as a solution to the
academic and management problems of the Detroit public schools.
The takeover soon became the vehicle to address both the persistent
academic underperformance of Detroit’s students as well as continu-
ing pattern of administrative mismanagement bordering at times on
corruption.

The introduction of a mayoral takeover bill into the Michigan
Legislature in February 1999 both precipitated a conflict over educa-
tional reform as well as fuelled an ongoing dispute over the political
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control of the city. This battle over educational reform produced two
loosely formed groups. On one side stood a black-white coalition that
supported the takeover as a means of restructuring the city’s schools.
And on the other side was a more decidedly African-American group,
which included whites, that opposed the takeover because they saw it
as threatening the principles of local control and the voting rights of
African-American Detroiters. Despite, however, these clear ideologi-
cal differences, it is important to note that much of the support and
opposition to this reform was not ideological but rather came from
individuals on both sides who defended their position on the prag-
matic grounds of the efficacy of Detroit’s schools in educating city
children, particularly their children. Labaree’s conceptual framework
in fact points to the diversity of views held by both the supporters and
opponents of the takeover. The proponents of the takeover did at
times invoke what Labaree called the goal of social efficiency. And the
opponents frequently challenged the takeover in accordance, again
using Labaree’s language, with the goal of democratic equality. Yet,
the principal argument advanced by both the supporters and oppo-
nents of this proposal was made in terms of what Labaree defines as
the goal of social mobility.

The combination of the pragmatic quality of the debates sur-
rounding the takeover proposal coupled with the fact that African
Americans and whites were on both sides of the conflict might lead
one to assume that race did not play a large role in this dispute. Cer-
tainly the supporters of the takeover made that claim at every
opportunity. In fact, however, race played a major role. Opponents of
the takeover labeled the proposal as a racist attack on African-Amer-
ican Detroiters from whites outside of Detroit, particularly Republi-
cans. Detroit’s African-American House Democrats labeled Archer,
who himself was African-American, a traitor to African-American
interests for his support of the takeover. Even when opponents did
not talk explicitly about race but instead criticized the takeover on
the grounds that it violated local control and threatened the voting
rights of Detroiters, race was on their mind. Local control in this
context meant African-American control and that along with the
right to vote were seen by those opposed to the takeover as the fruits
of the nation’s civil rights revolution. Detroit’s transformation from
the mid-1970s onward to an African-American led city no doubt has
changed racial dynamics within the life of the city. Yet, it is clear
from the takeover conflict that the salience of race in conflicts over
urban educational reform must not be ignored.

The conflict between Mayor Archer and Detroit’s Democratic
legislative delegation does alert us to two factors that we should con-
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sider when investigating urban education reform. First, their dis-
pute should remind us of the fact that battles over urban schooling
cannot be separated from larger political disputes within cities. As
Labaree suggests, conflicts over school organization as well as any of
a number of educational issues are at their core political conflicts. As
our study of Detroit suggests, educational reform for Archer, for the
city’s Democratic legislatures, and for Engler may have been a side
issue to what was a larger dispute over political power in the wake
of the changing city-state and urban-nonurban relationships. Of par-
ticular importance here may be the kind of diminishing power and
influence of cities like Detroit in state politics. Second, we should not
ignore the fact that this was largely a black-black conflict. As I pre-
viously noted, racial conflict in African-American led cities with
African-American majority populations may take a different form
than was the case when city populations included substantial num-
bers of white residents. All and all, if we are to understand the
promise and limitations of a mayoral takeover as an urban educa-
tional reform strategy, we must pay attention to its interplay with
larger political conflicts within the city and between the city and the
state and the impact that changes in those relationships have had
on issues of race.

Finally, this study of Detroit’s mayoral takeover may point to the
strengths and limitations of this reform strategy. One of the argu-
ments advanced by the proponents of this reform was that it could
address the management shortcomings of Detroit’s schools. To some
degree, the persistent financial misappropriations that the district’s
financial audit revealed point to the ability of this administrative
structure to uncover management problems. Yet, at the same time the
appointment practices of CEO Burnely suggest that there is nothing
magic about a mayoral takeover. Faulty appointments and perhaps
other management failings evidently are equally likely in a traditional
bureaucracy as it is in a restructured school administration.

Proponents of the takeover also argued that it could help to
remedy the academic failings of Detroit’s schools. In looking to
Chicago as their guide, it seems that these supporters did not real-
ize that Chicago’s mayoral takeover was the second phase of a
restructuring initiative that employed school level decentralizing
strategies to secure improvements in academic achievement and a
mayoral takeover to create the structural conditions for the realiza-
tion of that reform. As a consequence, they seem to be embracing
the centralizing force of a mayoral takeover to accomplish what it
by itself is not capable of attaining. Ultimately a mayoral takeover
may or may not be the reform of the moment for curing the ills of
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urban schools like Detroit. Whatever its efficacy, however, the struc-
tural and demographic transformation of U.S. cities like Detroit
since World War II, particularly the shift to African-American con-
trol of schools, has altered the terrain in which such initiatives
must be developed. Detroit’s mayoral takeover conflict represents a
case in point.

Note

1. Two other but similar forms of state takeovers are worth mentioning.
In Maryland, the state legislature removed much of the authority that the
mayor had historically for the operation of the schools and created in its
place a city-state partnership with both the mayor and governor appointing
a school board from a list of candidates submitted by the Maryland State
Board of Education (see E1 Boghdady 1999b). And in Washington, D.C., it
was a financial control board created by Congress that removed most of the
powers of the city’s elected board of education in favor of their appointed
board of trustees (see Janofsky 1996; E1 Boghdady 1999a).

References

Anyon, J. 1997. Ghetto schools: A political economy of urban educational
reform. New York: Teachers College Press.

Archer, D. 1999, February 15. The road to excellence: State of the city
address. (City of Detroit, Executive Office, 1126 City County Build-
ing, Detroit, MI 48226)

Armour, D. J. 1995. Forced justice: School desegregation and the law. New
York: Oxford University Press.

Arsen, D., D. Plank, and G. Sykes. 1999. School choice politics in Michigan:
The rules matter. East Lansing: College of Education, University of
Michigan.

Audi, T. 1999, March 11. Opposition mounts over takeover plan. Detroit Free
Press, 1A, 2A.

Bell, D. 1999a, March 16. Detroit awaits today’s vote on school takeover.
Detroit Free Press, 1A, 3A.

. 1999b, March 18. 2 competing proposals display divided loyalties
and capitol confusion. Detroit Free Press, 1A, 12A.

Bell, D., and C. Christoff. 1999, March 19. Senate puts schools on Archer’s
chalkboard. Detroit Free Press, 1A, 2A.




Race, Restructuring, and Educational Reform 121

Bryk, A. S. 1999. Policy lessons from Chicago’s experience with decentral-
ization. In D. Ravitch (Ed.) Brookings papers on educational policy
1999 (pp. 67-127). Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Bryk, A. S., D. Kerbow, and S. Rollow. 1997. Chicago school reform. In D.
Ravitch and J. P. Viteritti (Eds.), New schools for a new century: The
redesign of urban education (pp. 164—-200). New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press.

Bryk, A. S., P. B. Sebring, D. Kerbow, S. Rollow, and J. O. Easton. 1998.
Charting Chicago school reform: Democratic localism as a lever for
change. Boulder: Westview Press.

Christoff, C. 1999, February 25. School bill ok’d in capitol chaos. Detroit Free
Press, 1A, 8A.

DeGrow, D. 1999, February 14. Reversing failure remains goal of changing
structure of board. Detroit News, 7B.

Detroit Free Press. 1999, January 1. Board calls its plan revolutionary, 1A, 6A.

. 1999, January 27. School change: Detroit board talks a good game,
but it’s too late, 10A.

. 1999, January 30. Engler puts heat on over schools, 1A, 5A.
. 1999, February 13. Highlights of school board plan, 8A.

. 1999, February 15. Leadership: Only Archer can fill the most crucial
school need, 6A.

. 1999, February 26. Takeover makes odd allies, 1A, 7TA.
. 1999, March 26. School takeover gets rolling.

Detroit News. 1999, January 27. Schools resist state takeover.
. 1999, January 29. Text of state of the state address.

. 1999, February 2. Comment: Local control can’t be asked to justify
school failure.

. 1999, February 10. What Detroit residents are saying, 8A.

. 1999, February 11a. Archer still undecided on school takeover plan,
2A.

. 1999, February 11b. Takeover foes turn to threats, 1A.
. 1999, February 14a. Detroit’s costly school board, 6B.

. 1999, February 14b. Should state require Detroit to change its
school governance, 7B.

. 1999, February 21a. Is it reform or racism? Either way there’s heat,
15A.



122 Barry M. Franklin

—— 1999, February 21b. Who will fix the schools, 1A, 12A.
——— 1999, February 23. Lessons of the court merger.
—— 1999, February 24. Groups push Archer recall effort.

— 1999, February 25a. Archer puts political future at risk by leading
school takeover, 1A, 2A.

. 1999, February 25b. Would takeover help Detroit students, 8A.

Dixon, J. 1999, February 15. Focus on small things, Archer is told. Detroit
Free Press, 3B.

Douglas, D.M. 1995. Reading, writing, and race: The desegregation of the
Charlotte schools. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Education Commission of the States. 1999. Governing America’s schools:
Changing the rules. Denver: Education Commission of the States.

Eisinger, P. 2000, April. Mayoral takeover in Detroit. Paper presented at the
meeting of the American Educational Research Association, New
Orleans, LA.

El1 Boghdady, D. 1999a, March 21. D.C. school chief’s vision, bold moves pay
off. Detroit News, 12A.

. 1999b, March 21. Overhaul is demanding and rewarding. Detroit
News, 12A.

Engler, J. 1999, January. Michigan the ‘smart state’: First in the 21st cen-
tury. 1999 State of the State Address (www.migov.state.mi.us/
speeches/s0s1999.html).

Flint Journal. 1999, February 22. Presidential primary, schools top senate
agenda, A3.

. 1999, February 23. Archer ready for school role, 1A.

Green, E. L. 1999, February 11. Why the urgency to take over Detroit
Schools? Detroit News, 15A.

Gregg, B. G. 1999a, February 22. Detroit loses clout. Detroit News, 1A, 10A.

. 1999b, March 19. Senate plan lets Archer lead schools. Detroit News,
1A, 3A.

Harmon, B. 1999, March 21. Detroit district’s plight echoes in Cleveland.
Detroit News, 12A.

. 2000a, October 1. Detroit school hirings questioned. Detroit News,
1A, 9A.

. 2000b, November 20. Detroit school funds misused. Detroit News.

. 2000c, November 21. Burnley elevated 4 tied to lost cash. Detroit
News, 1A, 2A.




Race, Restructuring, and Educational Reform 123

. 2000d, November 22. Burnley reviews promotions. Detroit News, 1A,
2A.

. 2000e, December 4. School funds bought booze. Detroit News, 1C, 2C.

Henig, J. R., R. C. Hula, M. Orr, and D. S. Pedescleauz. 1999. The color of
school reform: Race, politics, and the challenge of urban education.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Hess, F. M. 1999. Spinning wheels: The politics of urban school reform.
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Hornbeck, M. 1999, February 18. Takeover foes jam hearing. Detroit News,
1D, 6D.

Hornbeck, M., and B. Harmon. 1999, March 18. Schools out for Archer.
Detroit News, 1A, 11A.

Hunter, R. C., and J. Swann. 1999. School takeover and enhanced answer-
ability. Education Urban Society, 31, 238-254.

Janofsky, M. 1996, November 16. School board in Washington is stripped of
all its Authority. New York Times.

Johnson, B. 1999, March 19. Lansing intrigue ensures Detroit education
will never be the same. Detroit News.

Kearney, C. P. A primer on Michigan school finance (3rd ed.). Ann Arbor:
School of Education, University of Michigan.

Kirst, M. W. 1992. The state role in school restructuring. In C. E. Finn and
T. Rebarber (Eds.), Education reform in the *90s (23-35). New York:
Macmillan Publishing Company.

Kirst, M., and K. Bulkley. 2000. ‘New, improved’ mayors take over city
schools. Phi Delta Kappan 81: 538—546.

Labaree, D. 1997. How to succeed in school without really learning: The cre-
dentials race in American education. New Haven: Yale University
Press.

McConnell, D. 1999a, March 18. Insiders say the mayor shot himself in the
foot with Arrogant demeanor. Detroit Free Press, 1A, 13A.

. 1999b, March 20. Kilpatrick suggests school plan he’d back. Detroit
Free Press, 10A

McConnell, D., and C. Christoff. 1999a, February 24. School deal add $15
million. Detroit Free Press, 1A, 3A.

McConnell, D., and C. Christoff. 1999b, March 26. School reform now needs
names. Detroit Free Press, 1A, 11A.

McWhirter, C. 1999a, February 14. Blacks oppose Engler plan. Detroit News,
12A.



124 Barry M. Franklin

. 1999b, March 28. Archer focused as enemies stay on attack. Detroit
News, 1A, 10A.

McWhirter, C., and B. Harmon. 1999, February 23. Archer back takeover.
Detroit News, 1A, 6A.

McWhirter, C., and S. Kennedy. 1999, March 21. Windy city shines as school
reform success. Detroit News, 10A.

Michigan Chronicle. 1998, December 23-29. Archer to DPS board: “Shape
up or else,” Al, A4.

. 1999, January 27-February 4. City schools must reform, A1, A4.

. 1999, March 10-16. The Michigan Chronicle endorses school reform,
Al.

Michigan Senate. 1999, February 10. Senate bill no. 297.
Miller, G. 2000, May 4. Detroit school board votes for new CEO. Detroit News.

Mirel, J. 1993. School reform Chicago style: Educational innovation in a
changing urban context, 1976-1991. Urban Education, 28, 116-149.

Mirel, J. 1998. After the fall: Continuity and change in Detroit, 1981-1995.
History of Education Quarterly, 38, 237-2617.

Murphy, J. 1992. Restructuring America’s schools: An overview. In C. E.
Finn and T. Rebarber (Eds.), Education reform in the *90s (pp. 3—20).
New York: Macmillan.

Nichols, D. A., and B. Harmon. 2000, May 5. Detroit schools pick CEO.
Detroit News.

Oguntoyinbo, L. 1999, February 2. NAACP opposed to school takeover.
Detroit Free Press, 1B, 2B.

Orfield, G., S. E. Eaton, et al. 1996. Dismantling desegregation: The quiet
reversal of Brown v. Board of Education. New York: The New Press.

Ortiz, M. G. 1999a, February 13. District school board has its own plan for
reform. Detroit Free Press, 8A.

. 1999b, February 16. Urban League supports takeover of Detroit
schools. Detroit Free Press.

Pardo, S. 1999, March 9. 100 black men favor Archer-led reform. Detroit
Free Press, 1A.

Pepper, J. 1999, February 17. Beckham has school reform on his mind, not a
mayoral bid. Detroit News.

Puls, M. 1999, February 14. Groups push Archer recall effort. Detroit News.

Purdy, M. 1996, December 23. How an alliance altered New York City’s
schools. New York Times, A1, B12.



Race, Restructuring, and Educational Reform 125

Ravitch, D. 1974. The great school wars: New York City, 1805-1973. New
York: Basic Books.

Redmond, D. L. 1999, February 14. Plan fails to address challenges facing
Detroit, all urban education. Detroit News, 7B.

Robles, J. J., and C. Christoff. 1997, January 25. School control uncertain.
Detroit Free Press, 1A, 6A.

Ross, J. 2000, December 15. Schools take action after audit. Detroit Free
Press, 1B, 6B.

Ryan, R. 1999, March 19. Archer poised for national role. Detroit News.

Schulz, K. 1999, March 26. Battle begins for school reformers. Flint Journal,
A3.

St. John, E. P,, and D. Hossler. 1998. Higher education desegregation in the
post-Fordice Legal environment: A critical-empirical perspective. In
R. Fossey (Ed.), Race, the courts, and equal education: The limits of
law (pp. 123-156). New York: AMS Press.

Stroud, J. H. 1999a, January 27. Schools need help from top and bottom.
Detroit Free Press, 11A.

. 1999b, February 17. State, city and local participation for school bal-
ancing act. Detroit Free Press.

Terry, D. 1995, June 29. Chicago’s mayor gains school control that New
York’s mayor would envy. New York Times.

Tyack, D., T. James, and A. Benavot. 1987. Law and the shaping of public
education. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

Van Moorlehem, T. 1999, February 27. School takeover bid gets endorse-
ment. Detroit Free Press, 8A.

Van Moorlehem, T., and D. Bell. 1999, February 18. Takeover gains favor of
2 more city groups. Detroit Free Press, 1B, 8B.

Waldmeir, P. 1999, February 17. Archer doesn’t understand the urgency of
school reform. Detroit News, 1C.

Walsh-Sarnecki, P. 1999, March 18. Board would retain titles but no power
under plan. Detroit Free Press, 13A.

Walsh-Sarnecki, P., J. Schaefer, and J. Ross. 2000, November 11. Detroit
school audits bring embezzlement charges. Detroit News, 1A, 9A.

Walsh-Sarnecki, P., and B. Schmitt. 2000, May 5. Schools CEO is ready, real-
istic. Detroit Free Press.

Weeks, G. 1999, February 18. It’s time for Archer to act on schools. Detroit
News.



This page intentionally left blank.


yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.


Part I11

Independently Adopted
Research-Based Reforms



This page intentionally left blank.


yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.


Chapter 6
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With passage of the Reading Excellence Act, many states now
have the opportunity to develop programs that support local efforts to
improve early reading. It has long been known that young children
who attend urban schools are at greater risk of not learning to read
compared to students attending other types of schools (Slavin 1991;
Snow, Burns, and Griffith 1998). However, there is little agreement
about what types of reading interventions work best in urban schools.
Much of the research receiving attention from policymakers has
emphasized explicit approaches to instruction (e.g., Foorman et al.
1998) and has been criticized because it promotes political agendas
(Allington and Woodside-Jiron 1999) or uses biased research methods
(Taylor et al. 2000). Although the researchers whose research, funded
by the National Institute of Child and Human Development, is at the
center of the storm have defended their methods and arguments
(Foorman et al. 2000; Mathes and Torgesen 2000), the whole contro-
versy creates ambiguity and uncertainty for reformers in states and
urban districts. Specifically, the following questions merit considera-
tion in states and urban school districts:

¢ Should urban schools follow the path toward adopting

explicit approaches that emphasize phonological aware-
ness, an approach that is widely advocated by the

129
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conservative politicians who are advocates for funda-
mental reform?

¢ Should urban schools adopt research-based interventions
with comprehensive designs and an established research
base (e.g., Success for All or Reading Recovery)?

¢ Should states provide funds to urban schools, as a means
of encouraging them to research the options that they
think will work best in their setting?

Such questions must be considered when states design inter-
ventions aimed at improving early reading opportunities for urban
school children. In this chapter, we use a database on early reading
programs in urban schools in Indiana to examine the impact of
state-funded interventions on rates of special education referrals
and retention in early primary grades. These outcomes are closely
linked to the success of schools in teaching early reading skills.
First, we review the claims about early reading interventions made
by various education reformers in early reading. Then we describe
the research method we used in this analysis and present the
results. We conclude by examining the claims of various reformers.

A Critical Review

Although the idea of research-based reform sounds compelling,
it can be difficult in an area like early reading to discern the types
of reforms that merit consideration by local schools. A first step in
untangling this knot involves examining the specific claims made by
various types of reforms. Three types of claims are used in the
research and policy literatures:

¢ (Claims made by researchers about methods or combina-
tions of methods that can improve early reading oppor-
tunity.

¢ (Claims made by advocates of specific reforms that argue
for a particular combination of program features, orga-
nized in cohesive programs, that are intended to improve
early reading opportunity.

¢ (Claims by policymakers for specific program approaches
(e.g., requiring a particular method [e.g., phonics] for all
schools versus categorical grant funding).
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Researchers’ Claims

The debates about early reading instruction are situated along
a continuum with two poles: one that emphasizes meaning and con-
text and another that emphasizes letter-sound relationships, or
phonics (Chall 1967). In the current context, much of the controversy
centers around two arguments.

Perhaps the most widely cited research on phonological aware-
ness and the alphabetic principle is by Barbara Foorman and her
colleagues (Foorman et al. 1998). Recently, in response to critics,
Foorman and her colleagues summarized their argument:

However, we do maintain that there are some instruction
principles that teachers and schools can use to enhance the
reading achievement of at-risk children, and that it makes
sense to demonstrate effective implementation of these
instructional principles before investing in more complex
solutions. (Foorman et al. 2000, 27)

Thus, while Foorman and her colleagues do not explicitly oppose
comprehensive approaches to early reading improvement, they do
argue for a specific method as a first priority. They base this argu-
ment on research that found:

Controlling for differences in age, ethnicity, and verbal 1Q, we
found that children in the direct code (DC) approach improved
in word reading at a faster rate and had higher word recogni-
tion skills in April than children receiving the implicit code
(IC) approach (either research-based IC or district’s standard
IC). More importantly, children in all instructional groups
with higher phonological processing scores in the beginning of
the year demonstrated improvement across the year. (29)

Thus, this argument rests on research that shows students who have
instruction in direct coding learn to read words faster and that stu-
dents who have skills in phonological processes learned to read faster.
Based on these findings, Foorman and her colleagues conclude that
schools should first emphasize direct instructional approaches.
There is a large array of counter arguments on early reading.
One researcher who has recently received wide attention, Barbara
Taylor and her colleagues (Taylor et al. 2000) argue that the Foor-
man research overlooked the context of education in the schools in
which Foorman’s research was situated. Specifically, they argue:
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Literacy research documents an array of practices important
for struggling beginning readers. . . . These practices influ-
ence systematic instruction in word recognition, carefully
selected texts, repeated reading, guided writing, regular
assessment of pupil progress, extra time in reading, one-on-
one tutoring, strong home connections, and ongoing staff
development. (24)

This argument has two specific components. One component is
that the specific practices that are emphasized are closely aligned
with a holistic approach emphasizing a literature-rich approach to
early reading instruction. A second component of their argument is
that comprehensive intervention is needed rather than an approach
that emphasizes a single method first, such as direct instruction.

There is a clear contrast between these two positions. One argu-
ment is that direct instruction is of primary importance and should be
implemented before other approaches are tried (e.g., Foorman et al.
1998, 2000). The counter argument is that comprehensive approaches
to intervention are appropriate (Taylor et al. 2000). Thus the claims of
the two camps have clear and direct policy implications.

The Claims of Reform Advocates

Much of the research on early reading interventions has been
conducted by advocates of specific reforms or by evaluators of these
reforms. This complicates the situation facing urban educators who
are interested in choosing a research-based intervention that works
for their school. It is important that school leaders understand the
features included in specific reforms and the confirmatory research
base underlying each one. The implicit claim of most reading
reforms is that implementation of the reform can improve early
reading, as well as reduce the number of students who are retained
or referred for special education services. Therefore, it is important
that schools consider the features of reforms, to see if they comple-
ment the instructional methods they use. Five of the reforms that
have well-defined, comprehensive approaches to early reading inter-
vention are outlined below, along with descriptions of the types of
services available to schools in Indiana.

Reading Recovery is a comprehensive approach to early reading
that emphasizes one-on-one tutoring. In Indiana, Purdue University
provides training for teachers interested in Reading Recovery. The
state-funded training for teachers interested in Reading Recovery
through the Early Literacy Intervention Grant Program (ELIGP)
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and Title I paid the direct operational costs in some of the schools
that chose this option. It emphasizes:

* Ongoing professional development for reading specialists;
uses a Vygotskian developmental philosophy;

¢ Involvement of parents in reading with their children;

¢ Using meaning in context to teach phonemes (rather than
direct decoding), along with aligned drills and creative
method; and

* A sequence of literature books to promote the develop-
ment of reading skills by students who are at risk of not
learning to read (Bardzell 1999b).

A confirmatory research base indicates that children who complete
the program make normal process in their education (Askew and
Frasier 1994; Lyons 1994; Pinnell et al. 1994; Pinnell, DeFord, and
Lyons 1988). However, one set of researchers found that including
more direct instruction within Reading Recovery improves the speed
at which students complete the program (Iverson and Tunmer 1993),
a finding that has created controversy for the proponents of this
intervention method.

First Steps is a comprehensive classroom-wide intervention that
was chosen by some schools applying for school-wide grants through
Indiana’s ELIGP. An intervention method developed originally in
Australia, First Steps:

¢ Has options for ongoing support and networking available
in the United States;

¢ Emphasizes a developmental approach and student
empowerment;

* Provides training for parents in literacy instruction;

¢ Uses holistic and literature-rich approaches, but includes
phonics in some versions of the intervention;

¢ Uses systematic diagnostic procedures and formative eval-
uation, along with a literature-rich environment (Manoil
1999).

Thus First Steps is an approach that is situated in the literature-
rich tradition but that includes a number of systematic features
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that involve teachers in assessing the progress children make in
learning to read. Although indicating that First Steps has an
impact on students, teachers, and schools (e.g., Australian Council
for Education Research 1993a, 1993b; Deschamp 1995), the re-
search is largely descriptive.

Four Blocks is a classroom-wide intervention developed by Cun-
ningham (1991) that strikes a balance between holistic and direct
methods. This method includes:

¢ A philosophical approach that emphasizes both phonolog-
ical awareness and student empowerment;

¢ Both literature-rich and direct approaches to early liter-
acy instruction; and

e Basal readers and a literature-rich environment. (Manoil
and Bardzell, 1999)

In the form originally proposed by Cunningham, Four Blocks did not
include professional development or parental involvement. This pro-
gram does have modest confirmatory research (Cunningham, Hall,
and Defee, 1991, 1998). The Indiana Department of Education has
offered workshops on Four Blocks. In addition, some schools have
received grants through ELIGP to implement the program.

Literacy Collaborative is a new classroom-wide reading inter-
vention designed to complement Reading Recovery. In Indiana, Pur-
due University provides ongoing professional development in
support of the Literacy Collaborative and a few schools have
received funding for this intervention through ELIGP. The program
includes the following features:

¢ University training for both pullout (through Reading
Recovery) and ongoing professional development in sup-
port of Literacy Collaborative;

¢ A philosophy that is developmental and emphasizes stu-
dent empowerment and creating learning communities;

* A comprehensive approach to instruction that includes
diverse writing, oral, and decoding methods; and

* A comprehensive, literature-based and systematic cur-
riculum for all students in grades 1-3 (Bardzell 1999a).

Literacy Collaborative has only recently been developed by the
Reading Recovery Project (1998) at Ohio State University and lacks
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any confirmatory research base. However, initial studies of imple-
mentation in Indiana indicate that the method promotes improve-
ment in student outcomes (St. John et al. 2000).

Success for All is a comprehensive school-wide intervention
approach (Slavin 1991) that has a well-developed early literacy com-
ponent. This well-documented method includes the following features:

¢ Systemic ongoing professional development and support;

¢ A developmental approach that emphasizes phonological
awareness and whole language;

¢ An emphasis on building parent awareness and skills
development;

¢ A gystematic approach to instruction that emphasizes
cooperative learning as a means of teaching decoding in
both explicit and meaning-oriented ways; and

* A balanced approach that emphasizes classroom-wide
activities, small groups, and pullout. (Bardzell 1999c¢c)

The research on the effects of Success for All is extensive. Most of the
research uses specially selected comparison schools and word recog-
nition tests (e.g., Madden et al. 1991; Madden et al. 1989), although
there is also some confirmatory research by independent researchers
(Ross and Smith 1994).

The outline of reforms above illustrates the array of comprehen-
sive approaches to early reading reform available to urban schools,
if they have funding. Some emphasize pullout, others classroom-
wide interventions, and still others combine approaches. The
reforms take different approaches to instruction in decoding, the
topic that underlies the debate among researchers outlined above.
Reading Recovery, Literacy Collaborative, and First Steps empha-
size a meaning-oriented approach to teaching decoding, an approach
Foorman and colleagues (Foorman et al. 2000) strongly criticized. In
contrast, Success for All and Four Blocks take a balanced approach,
emphasizing context-free decoding, the approach Foorman and col-
leagues (Foorman et al. 2000) favor.

Political Claims

Two policy paths are evident in the latest round of policy
conversations that consider the research base on reading. One
approach, adopted by Texas, Washington, California, New York, and
Wisconsin, has been to require the teaching of phonics (Allington
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and Woodson-Jiron 1999; Taylor et al. 2000). This approach to pol-
icy takes the claim of Foorman and her colleagues (Foorman et al.
1998) literally. That is, these researchers essentially claim that
direct phonics instruction is a necessary first step and legislators in
these states have taken action, requiring this instructional
approach. The implicit claim taken in this approach is that requir-
ing all schools to use an explicit approach to phonics instruction will
increase the number of students who learn to read and make nor-
mal educational progress.

An alternative approach is also now available to states to pro-
vide funding to schools for comprehensive reading interventions.
This approach is being used in Kentucky, for example, as part of the
state-funded program using federal funds from the Reading Excel-
lence Act. In Indiana, the Early Literacy Intervention Grant Pro-
gram (ELIGP) has used annual categorical grants to fund reading
interventions in schools since 1997. One component of the program
funds teachers seeking training for Reading Recovery. The other
component includes a wide variety of interventions categorized as
Other Early Literacy Interventions (OELI). The implicit claim of
categorical grant programs is that comprehensive interventions can
promote educational progress.

Research Approach

This paper presents an empirical study of the impact of ELIGP
in urban schools, adapting a method developed from a statewide
study of the intervention program (St. John et al. 2000). Our purpose
in conducting this study is to untangle evidence related to the three
types of claims outlined above.

We used three years of survey data on schools in Indiana, col-
lected as part of a comprehensive evaluation of the Early Literacy
Intervention Grant Program in Indiana. Below we describe the sur-
vey we used, the logical model used in the study, and the instruction
and related factors developed from the longitudinal study.

Survey and Response

The Early Literacy Intervention Survey' included questions
about the types of reading programs that were implemented,
amount of time per day spent on reading, features of the early read-
ing program, number of students referred and retained, and enroll-
ment data that could be used to impute special education referral
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and retention rates. In addition, we had access to a state-level data-
base with information on test scores.

The survey assessed the frequency of use of nine organizational
and structural features (ability grouping, basal readers, child-initi-
ated learning centers, independent reading, one-on-one tutorial,
pullout instruction, small groups, systematic evaluation, and trade
books). It also assessed the frequency of use of ten classroom instruc-
tional methods (Big Books, cooperative learning, creative writing
and/or essays, drama, emergent spelling, paired reading, phonics,
reading aloud, reading drills, and worksheets/workbooks). For these
frequency-of-use questions, survey participants were asked to
respond using a five-point scale from 1 for “never” to 5 for “everyday”
for both the current year and the prior year by grade level (K, 1, 2,
3). The survey also asked whether five types of professional devel-
opment processes (certified training, certified specialist, in-service
workshops, networking, and opportunity for collaboration) and five
features related to parent involvement (book distribution, family lit-
eracy, paired reading, parent conference, and parent volunteers)
were used in kindergarten through grade three.

This study reports analyses for three years of surveys of
funded and comparison schools. The overall response rate across
the three years was 61 percent. Comparison schools were half as
likely to be surveyed as funded schools. Therefore, comparison
schools were weighted by 2 to adjust for the probability of being
surveyed. The study uses a subpopulation of schools located in
urban school districts.

Statistical Methods

The study used descriptive statistics, factor analysis, and multi-
ple regression. Descriptive statistics were used to describe the popu-
lation characteristics.

A factor analysis (principal components analysis with varimax
rotation) was performed using SPSS (version 10.0) for nineteen vari-
ables related to instructional and classroom program features for the
entire population. Specifically, the average Likert score for each of the
three grades (1-3) was imputed for the nineteen program features on
the survey related to instruction and structure/organization. Missing
items were replaced with mean values. A factor-loading minimum of
0.40 was used for inclusion of a variable in interpretation of a factor,
and only factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.0 were interpreted.

Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was used to examine
the influence of predictor variables on two outcomes. We present R?,
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plus three levels of significance (0.01, 0.05, and 0.10) for each pre-
dictor variable. Because 0.1 is only a moderately significant associa-
tion, we make note of this moderate association in the text, so the
reader will not place undue emphasis on this statistical relationship.

Model Specifications

We have two versions of the multiple regression models, one
assessing type of funding and the other assessing type of interven-
tion. In addition, we consider two distinct outcomes with each
mode: rate of special education referral and rate of retention in
grade level. Initially, we used sequential regressions, adding blocks
of related variables for each outcome. The blocks of variables
included:

¢ School Characteristics: The average ISTEP+ score, the
percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch,
the percentage of minority students, and school locale:
urban or rural.

* Funding Type or Intervention Type: In the analyses of
funding types, we considered Reading Recovery (RR),
OELI-1-3 (an OELI intervention in grades 1 through 3),
OELI-K (OELI in kindergarten), OELI-FDK (an OELI
intervention for full-day kindergarten), and OELI-preK
(an OELI intervention for pre-kindergarten). In the analy-
sis of intervention types, we considered Reading Recovery,?
Success for All, Literacy Collaborative, Full-Day Kinder-
garten, First Steps, Even Start, Accelerated Schools,® and
Four Blocks Method. The two Type variables (funding or
intervention) are not mutually exclusive.

® Professional Development: Variables designate whether
each of the following is included in professional develop-
ment: requiring reading teachers to be certified, bring-
ing in certified specialists for training sessions,
in-service workshops, opportunities for teachers to net-
work with teachers in other schools, and opportunities
for teachers to collaborate within the school on reading
instruction.

e [nstruction and Related Factors: For this factor, we
included the scores on each of the nine structural/organi-
zational features and ten classroom instructional methods.
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Instructional and Related Factors

In order to reduce the large number of program features related
to instruction and the organization of reading programs at the grade
level, we performed a principal components factor analysis of the
instructional and structural/organizational features. (The factor
analysis is presented in St. John et al. 2000.)

The Connected-Text Approaches factor includes independent
reading, cooperative learning, creative writing, emergent spelling,
paired reading (student-to-student), and reading aloud. Schools that
make use of these methods combine techniques that engage students
in the learning process.

The Explicit/ Direct Approaches factor combines basal readers,
phonics instruction, reading drills, and worksheets/workbooks.
Schools that emphasize explicit approaches utilize systematic
approaches to teaching the components of language and reading.

The Child-Centered/Expressive Approaches factor combines
child-initiated learning centers, Big Books, cooperative learning, and
drama. These instructional approaches place an emphasis on the
development of the whole child and peer engagement among children.

The Ability Group / Pullout Approaches factor combines ability
grouping, one-to-one tutoring, pullout instruction, and small groups.
Schools that use these techniques place more emphasis on classify-
ing children and accelerating the learning of some while addressing
developmental needs of others.

The Trade Books Approaches factor combines trade books and
Big Books, but deemphasizes basal readers. Schools that use this
approach emphasize using texts that are literature-based and engag-
ing for students, rather than emphasizing the structured elements of
reading programs organized around increasing levels of difficulty.

Of these factors, the variables included in the Explicit/Direct
Approaches factor are closely aligned with the direct approaches
advocated by Foorman and colleagues (Foorman et al. 1998, 2000).
The other factors would seem more closely aligned with the more
comprehensive approaches advocated by Taylor and other reform
advocates.

Limitations

This study has a few limitations that merit consideration by
readers. First, our analyses consider school-related outcomes rather
than individual outcomes. Although most reading research focuses
on individual students, we felt it was important for the funding



140 Edward P. St. John, et al.

agency to understand whether their funding influenced school-
related outcomes. This approach, although unusual, is consistent
with the ways school outcomes are frequently reported and appears
appropriate for a policy study of this type.

Second, the survey queried respondents about program
features of each grade level, rather than asking teachers to answer
questions about their classrooms. We considered this approach
appropriate for an initial test of the study methodology. In the
future we plan to extend the method to include a survey of teach-
ers, which would mean we could examine both school-level and
classroom-level outcomes.

Third, we assumed that all schools in the funded and compari-
son groups had an equal probability of returning a survey. This
assumption was necessary because of the statistical methods used
here. This assumption is typical when researchers use survey
responses in regression models.

Fourth, for consistency across studies, we used factor scores
generated from an analysis of the entire population of schools in all
locales. Because one of our aims is to compare this urban-schools
analysis to a similar analysis of the entire population (i.e., St. John
et al. 2000), we decided it was most appropriate to use a consistent
set of factors. However, the reader is cautioned that new factor
scores were not calculated for this population.

Findings

Sample Characteristics

The characteristics for the 150 urban schools in the sample are
presented in Table 6.1. The average special education referral rate
for the schools surveyed was 0.05, with a standard deviation of 0.03.
The average retention rate was 0.03 with a standard deviation of
0.03. In the average school in the sample, 44 percent of the students
qualified for free or reduced lunch and 31 percent were minority.

Alarger percentage of the sample was funded through Reading
Recovery (26%) than through OELI-1-3 (17%) or the other types of
programs. Further, a substantially larger percentage of the sample
had Reading Recovery in their schools (40%) than were funded
through ELIGP, indicating that many schools continued the pro-
gram after the initial training year funded by the state program. In
addition, Success for All (4%) and Literacy Collaborative (7%) were



TABLE 6.1
Descriptive Statistics of the Sample

Mean (%)* S.D.
Outcome Variables
Special education grade 1-3 0.05 0.03
Grade retention grade 1-3 0.03 0.03
% Passing ISTEP English/Language Arts Scale Score 0.56 0.17
School Characteristics
ISTEP Reading Raw Score 32.63 2.84
% Free or Reduced Lunch 0.44 0.21
% Minority 0.31 0.28
ELIGP Funding Type®
RR 26.0%
OELI 17.0%
OELI-K 1.3%
PREK 1.3%
Intervention Type®
RR 40.0%
Success for All 4.0%
Literacy Collaborative 6.7%
Full-Day Kindergarten 25.3%
Even Start 1.3%
Accelerated Schools 2.0%
Four Blocks 12.7%
Professional Development
Certified Training 34.0%
Certified Specialist Grade 37.3%
In-Service Workshops 73.3%
Networking 63.3%
Opportunity for Collaboration 70.7%
Parent Involvement
Book Distribution 50.7%
Family Literacy 28.7%
Paired Reading (Parent-to-Child) 71.3%
Parent Conferences 97.3%
Parent Volunteers 55.3%

Note: n = 150; double weight was given to comparison schools.

“Percentages only are reported for dichotomous variables. Averages and standard
deviations are reported when percentages are used as continuous variables.

5Schools not receiving ELIGP funding were the reference group.
5Schools having no or other interventions were the reference group.
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not widely used, whereas Full-Day Kindergarten (25%) and Four
Blocks Method (13%) were moderately used. Because a relatively
large percentage of schools had ongoing programs related to Full-
Day Kindergarten and Four Blocks Method, it is apparent that
schools found funding sources other than ELIGP to develop and
maintain these programs. This illustrates why it was necessary to
consider the impact of the types of programs, as well as the types of
funding, in this analysis.

In-service workshops, networking, and collaboration were used
in most Indiana schools, a pattern that is consistent with the state’s
commitment to support ongoing professional development (Bull and
Buechler 1996). In addition, most schools had multiple types of par-
ent involvement.

The Impact of Funding Type

The analyses of the impact of funding types considered both
referral rates and retention rates (Table 6.2). The two models are
separately examined.

Referral Rates. Only one variable related to school characteris-
tics was associated with referral rates. ISTEP+ scores in reading
scores were significant and positively associated with referral rates,
indicating schools with higher scores had more referral. In fact, it is
possible that the pressure to raise test scores influences schools to
refer more students have trouble learning to read.

None of the funding types were significant when we considered
the impact of the four funding types. However, before we conclude
funding made no difference, we also need to consider the impact of
intervention type because teachers were in training during the
funding year.

One variable related to professional development was significant.
Having a certified specialist was negatively associated with referral.
This suggests that having a specialist who is already certified in Read-
ing Recovery or some other type of reading method reduces special
education referral.

Two variables related to parent involvement were significant.
Having a family literacy program (i.e., teaching parents to read)
and paired parent-child reading were both negatively associated
with referral, indicating these methods increase the likelihood chil-
dren would learn to read sufficiently well to remain in the regular
classroom.

Finally, three of the instruction and related factors were sig-
nificant. Connected-Text Approaches, Explicit/Direct Approaches,



TABLE 6.2

The Effects of State-Funded Reading Interventions
on Educational Progress in Urban Schools:
Standardized Coefficients of Predictors on Special
Education Referral Rate and Retention Rate

Referral Rate Retention Rate

Sig. Sig
Variables Beta Beta
School Characteristics
ISTEP Reading Raw Score 195 % .159
% Free or Reduced Lunch 121 277 wwE
% Minority .033 273 F*
ELIGP Funding Type’
RR .005 —.178
OELI-1-3 .061 —.175
OELI-K .001 -.071
PREK .088 —-.031
Professional Development
Certified Training .136 —.050
Certified Specialist Grade —.318 FFE -.118
In-Service Workshops —.042 .028
Networking .058 -.115
Opportunity for Collaboration .064 .096
Parent Involvement
Book Distribution —.022 .004
Family Literacy —.213 FF* 154 *
Paired Reading —.265 FFE .086
Parent Conferences .056 .083
Parent Volunteers —.056 115
Program Feature Factors
Connected-Text Approaches 184 F* —.174 **
Explicit/Direct Approaches 205 FE -.061
Child-Centered/Expressive Approaches .057 277 wEE
Ability Group/Pullout Approaches -.131 .050
Trade Books Approaches 199 —.022
Adjusted R? .240 271

Note: n = 150; * p < 0.1, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

"Schools not receiving ELIGP funding were the reference group.
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and Trade Books Approaches were associated with higher referral
rates. This means that none of the combinations of program fea-
tures that emerged in the analysis actually reduced referral rates
in urban schools.

Retention Rates. Two variables related to school characteristics
were significant. The percentages of minority students and of stu-
dents on free and reduced lunch were significant and positively asso-
ciated with retention rates. Although prior research clearly indicates
that poverty and urban locales are associated with failure (Snow,
Burns, and Griffin, 1998), it is also important to note that this pat-
tern also holds for schools within urban districts.

Two funding type variables were significant. Having a teacher
funded through Reading Recovery and having an OELI-1-3 interven-
tion was associated with lower retention rates. This is an important
finding because it indicates that the interventions funded through
ELIGP improved educational opportunity in urban school districts.

One of the variables related to parent involvement was signifi-
cant. Family literacy was positively associated with retention.
Because family literacy programs are more frequently offered in
schools with more undereducated, language minority families, it is
possible that other forces explain this association.

Two of the instruction and related factors were significant. Con-
nected-Text Approaches were negatively associated with retention,
indicating they help lower retention rates by enabling more students
to learn to read. However, Child-Centered/Expressive Approaches
were positively associated with higher persistence rates, indicating
these methods were not as likely to help children make educational
progress. This certainly merits further inquiry, given that there was
a similar finding in the analysis of the entire population (St. John et
al. 2000).

The Effects of Program Types

Because the amount of variance explained in the regression
analyses of program types is higher than for funding type (compare
Tables 6.2 and 6.3), it is possible to conclude that it is more appro-
priate to examine the impact of program type rather than funding
source. However, several new insights emerge from comparing the
two approaches.

Referral Rates. First, none of the variables related to school
characteristics were significant (Table 6.3). The fact that test scores
were no longer significant is intriguing and merits consideration
because it indicates a confounding relationship with variables
related to program types.
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TABLE 6.3
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The Effects of Reading Interventions on
Educational Progress in Urban Schools:
Standardized Coefficients of Predictors on Special
Education Referral Rate and Retention Rate

Referral Rate Retention Rate
Sig. Sig

Variables Beta Beta
School Characteristics
ISTEP Reading Raw Score .120 .048
% Free or Reduced Lunch .163 244 %
% Minority —-.055 223 ¥
Intervention Type®
RR -.137 * —.094
Success for All —.060 —.036
Literacy Collaborative —.009 —.146 *
Full-Day Kindergarten 330 wEE .001
Even Start —.002 .029
Accelerated Schools .024 194 **
Four Blocks —.065 —.132
Professional Development
Certified Training 142 * —.052
Certified Specialist Grade —.385 FEE —.208 **
In-Service Workshops -.007 .044
Networking .026 -.151
Opportunity for Collaboration .103 .051
Parent Involvement
Book Distribution —.062 .049
Family Literacy —.173 *F* 167 FE
Paired Reading —-.216 ** .102
Parent Conferences .060 .094
Parent Volunteers —.078 126
Program Feature Factors
Connected-Text Approaches 152 % —-.123
Explicit/Direct Approaches .082 -.091
Child-Centered/Expressive Approaches .038 302 wEE
Ability Group/Pullout Approaches -.104 .025
Trade Books Approaches 230 wEE —.008
Adjusted R? 317 418

Note: n = 150; * p < 0.1, ** p =< 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

8Schools having no or other interventions were the reference group.
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Second, two of the program types were significant and associ-
ated with referral rates. Interestingly, Reading Recovery was associ-
ated with lower referral rates. Given that more programs with
ongoing and fully implemented Reading Recovery projects were
included in this analysis, it is apparent that once these programs
have matured, they have a more substantial influence on reducing
special education referral.

Full-Day Kindergarten was associated with higher referral
rates. Again, this analysis picks up more schools with ongoing and
fully implemented programs. This relationship is difficult to explain
from the evidence here, but could be attributable to a confounding
relationship with test scores. This possibility merits further explo-
ration, as to other possible explanations.

Third, two variables related to professional development were
significant. Having a certified specialist continued to be significant
and negatively associated with referral, indicating that the presence
of trained reading specialists—a development more likely in schools
with mature Reading Recovery Programs—reduced the need to
referral. Having certified training was associated with higher refer-
ral rates. Since Reading Recovery was the primary certified training
opportunity, it seems likely that this variable indicates a teacher in
training (i.e., a funded Reading Recovery project). This further sug-
gests that more mature Reading Recovery projects have more sub-
stantial effects in urban schools.

Fourth, two variables related to parent involvement were also
significant. Family literacy and paired reading continued to be sig-
nificant and negatively associated with special education referral.

Finally, only two variables related to instructional factors were
statistically significant. Connected-Text Approaches and Trade
Books Approaches continued to be statistically significant and posi-
tively associated with referral.

However, Explicit/Direct Approaches were no longer significant,
indicating a confounding relationship between intervention type and
this factor. This is important because it indicates that the ways var-
ious types of instructional programs interact within a comprehen-
sive approach to early reading may be more important than any
single instructional approach, supporting the argument of Taylor
and colleagues (Taylor et al. 2000).

Retention Rates. First, the percentages of minority students and
of students on free and reduced lunch continued to be positively
associated with retention rates, indicating that program types had
little interaction with these variables. This pattern was also evident
in the analysis of the entire population (St. John et al. 2000).
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Second, two program types were significant. Literacy Collabora-
tive was significant and negatively associated with retention. This is
important for a couple of reasons. First, the category Literacy Col-
laborative was reserved for schools that were working with the Pur-
due Reading Recovery project. It is apparent that a combination of
Reading Recovery and a comprehensive and closely aligned school-
wide process represent a powerful force for change. In addition, we
think it is important that these schools have ongoing support with a
partnering university.

Accelerated Schools was significant and positively associated
with retention. No Accelerated Schools received funding through
ELIGP. Further, the few Accelerated Schools included in this study
were not affiliated with either the national service center or the
regional center. Only one school in Indiana now has state funding
through Comprehensive School Reform and it was not included in
the study. Therefore, the finding in this study that Accelerated
Schools was associated with higher retention rates could be an arti-
fact of inadequate funding or other factors.

Interestingly, Success for All was not significant in urban
schools. In the analysis of the effects of program types of retention
rates for all schools, we found that Success for All was associated
with lower retention (St. John et al. 2000). This finding is important
because the effects of interventions may depend on context. Success
for All was originally created as an intervention for urban schools,
but in this analysis it was not significant in urban schools. This may
be an artifact of the different sources of funding, or it could be attrib-
utable to partial implementation or insufficient funding. More prob-
ing of this question is needed.

Third, consistent with the analysis of funding types, one vari-
able related to parent involvement was significant. Having a family
literacy program was associated with higher retention rates.

Finally, one instruction and related factor was significant.
Child-Centered/Expressive Approaches continued to be significant
and positively associated with retention rates.

It is also important to note that Connected-Text Approaches were
no longer significant and associated with lower retention rates. It
appears that the effects of this variable are confounded by using pro-
gram types rather than funding types to predict retention rates in
urban schools. In the analysis of all schools, Connected-Text
Approaches were significant in the program types analysis (St. John
et al. 2000). Thus, it appears that there is a relationship between hav-
ing a comprehensive intervention, possibly Literacy Collaborative,
and lower retention rates in urban schools. Literacy Collaborative
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seems possible, both because of the emphasis on program features
related to the holistic approach in this model (Ohio State University
1998) and because this variable was significant and negative in the
analysis above.

Conclusions

These analyses provide new insights into the impact of reading
interventions. Below, we examine the empirical evidence in relation
to the three sets of claims, then return to the policy questions in the
introduction.

Reconsidering the Claims

Reseachers’ Claims. These findings offer compelling evidence
relative to the arguments advanced in the two schools of thought
about early reading interventions. The Explicit Approaches factor
did not influence reductions in either special education referral or
retention rates. It is not clear that placing more emphasis on explicit
instruction would help reduce the learning difficulties of school chil-
dren in early grades.

There is, however, compelling evidence to suggest that compre-
hensive approaches to early reading improvement make a difference
in the learning opportunities for urban school children. Specifically,
having funded projects for both Reading Recovery and other literacy
interventions (OELI-1-3) improved educational progress related to
early reading. Funding comprehensive programs aimed at improving
early reading appears to make a difference for urban school children.

Program Advocates’ Claims. This study provides important evi-
dence relative to the claims made by the advocates of reading reforms.
Specifically, the holistic approaches used by Reading Recovery and the
Literacy Collaborative seemed related to improvement in educational
progress by urban school children. More generally, having funding
through ELIGP for school-wide and classroom-wide reforms appar-
ently helped schools improve student outcomes in urban schools.

The study also indicates that both funding and program matu-
rity are important forces. In the case of Reading Recovery, there is
evidence that mature programs had more substantial effects. In the
case of Accelerated Schools, the lack of funding may have helped
explain why this project was associated with higher retention rates.

Political Claims. These analyses suggest that requiring schools
to implement any specific instructional approach would be short-
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sighted. There is certainly no evidence to suggest that requiring
explicit instruction in phonics would improve student outcomes in
urban schools.

However, there is strong evidence to support the idea that cate-
gorical funding for early reading interventions can improve educa-
tional outcomes in urban schools. Providing schools a chance to
secure training and then implement Reading Recovery seems to
make a difference. Further, providing funding for direct comprehen-
sive reforms apparently made a difference, consistent with argu-
ments by Taylor and colleagues (Taylor et al. 2000).

Making Informed Decisions about Early Interventions

These findings also help inform policy decisions about strategies
for improving early reading in urban schools. Below we reconsider
the questions noted in the introduction.

e Should urban schools follow the path toward emphasizing
explicit approaches that focus on phonological awareness,
an approach that is widely advocated by the conservative
politicians who are advocates for fundamental reform?

This provides further insight into the debates about the merits
of following the path toward explicit instructional approaches in
urban schools. At the very least, this study suggests extreme caution
is needed in following this path and, indeed, suggests an alternative
approach may have merit.

e Should urban schools adopt research-based interventions
with comprehensive designs and an established research
base (e.g., Success for All or Reading Recovery)?

This study supports arguments advanced by Reading Recovery
and by advocates of comprehensive research-based reforms. How-
ever, it does not confirm that Success for All is the most appropriate
intervention method for urban schools. Indeed, the evidence here is
more compelling for the new program, Literacy Collaborative, than
for the more systematically studied Success for All. Apparently, the
process of intervening to improve early literacy instruction in urban
schools is more complex than is implied in the notion of adopting any
single intervention method, or any combination of intervention
methods, as the answer. These findings suggest that there are com-
plex forces that influence the success of early literacy interventions
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in urban schools. We expect that the close collaboration between
Purdue University and schools with Literacy Collaborative projects
was a factor in the relative success of this program. We also expect
that the lack of support for the early Accelerated Schools in Indiana
may have inhibited their success. Thus, there is reason to expect
that university partnerships can help urban schools. There is also
compelling evidence to suggest that well-designed categorical pro-
grams can have a substantial influence in urban schools.

e Should states provide funds to urban schools, as a means
of encouraging them to research the options that they think
will work best in their setting?

This study provides compelling evidence that the provision of
categorical grants that encourage schools to develop well-defined
proposals, which is the case with ELIGP in Indiana, is a workable
approach to early literacy intervention. With the passage of the
Reading Excellence Act, states now have the opportunity to develop
comprehensive programs that encourage schools to research possible
solutions and develop well reasoned proposals.

Such an approach can be a great deal of work for state officials.
It requires developing rubrics that can be used to communicate with
schools about possible intervention strategies and that encourage
educators in schools to develop proposals. However, the evidence in
this study at least suggests that encouraging this type of thoughtful
activity in schools offers greater hope for improving schools than do
the alternative approaches currently being used by policymakers.

Notes

*We gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the Indiana
Department of Education. The opinions expressed in this chapter represent
the views of the authors and do not represent official policies or positions of
the Indiana Department of Education.

1. Copies of the Survey can be obtained on request from the Indiana Edu-
cation Policy Center. A simplified version of the instrument that can be used
to survey teachers is available on-line (St. John, Manset, and Michael 1999).

2. This variable coding included schools with Reading Recovery
whether or not they were funded through ELIGP.

3. The ELIGP did not fund any Accelerated Schools, although this
intervention type was discussed in documents disseminated through the



Research-Based Reading Reform 151

program (St. John and Bardzell 1999) and there were a few Accelerated
Schools in the State.
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Chapter 7

Comprehensive School Reform:
An Exploratory Study

Edward P. St. John, Genevieve Manset,
Choong-Geun Chung, Glenda Droogsma

Musoba, Siri Loescher, Ada B. Simmons,
David Gordon, and Carol Anne Hossler*

Comprehensive school reform (CSR) models were originally
developed and tested by independent reformers, but are now widely
available for school adoption through Title I. Accelerated Schools
(developed by Henry Levin), Success for All (developed by Robert
Slavin), and School Development Program (developed by James
Comer) were the early models that were targeted for high-risk stu-
dents in urban schools. In 1994, Congress enabled high-poverty
schools to adopt CSR models, as part of the school-wide option under
Title I. Then in 1997, Congress passed the Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration Project Act, which provided funding for mul-
tiyear, school-improvement efforts. As of July 2000, over 1,800
schools received large, multiyear grants for implementing these
reforms (Datnow 2000).

Although these independent CSR models are generally charac-
terized as “research based” and schools applying for funding are
required to rationalize their choice based on the research literature,
there is very little research that compares these reform models.
Much of the research to date on CSR models has been conducted by
reform advocates. The most widely acknowledged method has been
experimental studies that compared schools engaged in reform to
“control” schools with similar characteristics (e.g., Knight and
Stallings 1995; Madden et al. 1991). Initial studies that compare
reforms have examined the implementation process of these reforms
and reveal that local politics often influence the choice of reform
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models (Datnow 2000). Therefore, research that looks critically at
the claims of reformers and examines the impact of reforms, control-
ling for the characteristics of schools, can potentially inform school
decisions, as well as add to a general understanding of the efficacy of
the comprehensive reform strategy, a form of policy intervention.

This chapter presents an exploratory study of CSR models in
Wisconsin that tests some claims made by reformers. First, we
review some of the literature on comprehensive reform models and
suggest a preliminary conceptual framework for assessing the
impact of comprehensive reforms. Then we describe the research
approach used in this exploratory study, discuss the findings, and
consider the implications for educators in urban schools who are con-
sidering CSR models. We analyze surveys of classroom teachers in
specially selected high poverty/high performing schools and CSR
schools in Wisconsin. Given that Wisconsin does not allow social pro-
motion, it was especially appropriate to assess the impact of these
reforms on reductions in grade retention as an equity-related educa-
tional outcome. Reduction in special education referral was also
examined as an outcome.

Assessing Comprehensive Reforms

The advocates of the early comprehensive school reform mod-
els—Slavin, Comer, and Levin—focused on improving urban schools.
Over time, these initial models have been generalized beyond urban
settings, and additional models have been added to the catalog of
CSR models included in federal and state lists (e.g., Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory 1998). This evolution, from models
targeted at the needs of urban schools to models that are generalized
for all schools, complicates efforts to understand which reform
approaches will be of greatest help in urban schools. As a way of
illustrating how CSR models have evolved, we briefly review two of
the models below—Accelerated Schools and America’s Choice—then
present the conceptual framework we used to assess the effects of
these reforms in the Wisconsin study described below. These two
models offer contrasting approaches to reform.

Accelerated Schools

The Accelerated Schools Project (ASP) is a process-oriented CSR
model that involves the whole school staff and the entire school com-
munity in school-wide reform process (Finnan et al. 1996; Hopfen-
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berg, Levin, and associates 1993). During the first stage of the
process, school communities take stock of their current status,
develop a vision for the future of the school, and identify chal-
lenges—the gaps between the schools’ current state and the vision—
that they need to address to reach the vision. In the second stage,
the schools organize cadres that use an inquiry process to address
the challenge. Initiated as an elementary school reform model, the
ASP has been extended to middle schools, but has not been widely
adopted in high schools. The ASP remains a process-oriented reform
but is now placing more emphasis on curriculum. Recent estimates
suggest that 1,600 schools use the ASP.

The ASP provides a set of philosophies to guide the school
improvement process. A core belief in the early ASP movement was
the notion that the techniques that were used for gifted children
could also be used for at-risk children. The core learning philosophy
that has evolved in accelerated schools is constructivist. Referred to
as “powerful learning,” the model’s philosophy is rooted in cognitive
psychology. It has five central instructional components that are
based on the research literature: authentic, interactive, inclusive,
learner-centered, and continuous (Accelerated Schools 1997).

Professional development is central to the ASP. Teams from the
schools (usually comprised of teachers, the principal, a parent, and an
external coach) attend a training session where they learn the first-
year process. They return to the school and provide training for oth-
ers. As the reform process continues, the teams receive more
advanced training in inquiry, powerful learning, and other topics.
The model emphasizes collaboration among teachers and parents and
advocates building learning communities within schools (Finnan et
al. 1996).

Early in the accelerated schools movement, the goal was to
enable every child to achieve on grade level by the end of the third
grade. Conceptually this relates to the two equity-related outcomes
used in this study, reduction in retention in grade level and reduc-
tion in special education referral. However, since the program lacks
a specific curriculum, the linkages to standardized tests are weak
compared to Success for All (reviewed in chapter 6).

In the past few years, with the advent of statewide learning
standards in most states, the ASP has been adapted to integrate an
emphasis on meeting state standards. Schools are encouraged to
consider how well they meet state standards when they take stock
and to consider ways to meeting standards when they identify chal-
lenges. If this process is used, then it is possible that the ASP will
evolve a more explicit emphasis on curriculum innovations that
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could enable schools to meet learning standards. However, ASP
remains a school-wide reform method that focuses on the entire
school community.

America’s Choice

The America’s Choice reform model, previously known as the
National Alliance for Restructuring Education, is associated with
the National Center on Education and the Economy and its New
Standards Program. The America’s Choice design grew out of the
New Standards Project, which had developed internationally
benchmarked content and performance standards and related per-
formance-based exams. The America’s Choice model built on this
work to create school programs that offer rigorous, standards-based
courses of study. America’s Choice combines a process-oriented
model with a defined curriculum. This is a K-12 reform model with
curriculum for elementary, middle, and high schools (National Cen-
ter for Education and the Economy 2000b, 2000¢, 2000d).

The America’s Choice model requires a one-year buy-in process
during which a reform team is formed that studies the model. Once
they decide to use this model, they initiate the reform process by
taking stock, a study process in which they collect base-line infor-
mation. They form a study team that compares student performance
to the New Standards’s performance standards. The standards pro-
vide the basis for the instructional model and methods.

America’s Choice provides curricula in language arts and math
that are closely aligned with the New Standards (National Center for
Education and the Economy 2000). The learning system includes
ongoing written observations and frequent assessments. However, the
model also encourages teachers to reflect on their instructional prac-
tices and to experiment with alternative instructional approaches.
Thus, America’s Choice offers more freedom in instructional processes
than do some of the other prescriptive reform methods, such as
Success for All.

With the heavy emphasis on standards and curriculum align-
ment, the America’s Choice model emphasizes tests as the primary
outcome. However, since the model provides a “double dose” of math
and reading for students who have trouble learning, the model could
also improve equity outcomes (e.g., reduce retention and special edu-
cation referral). Research on this model has been more limited than
for some of the other CSR reform models, but they are developing a
research base (New America Schools 1999).
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A Preliminary Framework

These models illustrate the contrast in approaches that are
being used for comprehensive reform, from process-oriented models
that emphasize building community, to standards-oriented models
that emphasize test and curriculum alignment. Given this diversity,
it is important that urban schools have the opportunity to compare
CSR models to discern which ones best meet their needs. Based on
a recent review of CSR models (St. John et al. 2000), we suggest that
two levels of analysis and review are needed.

First, it is important that schools compare the process features:
school-wide processes, parent involvement, philosophies, and pro-
fessional development processes. These school-wide processes create
a culture for the school. Along with the specific instruction and orga-
nizational processes implemented, they provide a basis for improv-
ing student outcomes. Two types of outcomes are important:

e Attainment/Equity. Increasing graduation rates for all
students. Intermediate measures include reduction in
grade retention rates and reduction in special education
referral rates.

® Achievement. Scores and passing rates on standardized
tests in reading (and language arts), math, and science.

Focusing on both types of outcomes brings more balance to school
reforms than is currently evident. Interventions that emphasize
standardized tests can reduce equity in education attainment (see
chapter 6).

Second, we consider the ways that the curriculum components of
reforms link to student learning outcomes. It is important to consider
the types of learning outcomes that are emphasized and how the cur-
riculum links to these outcomes. For example, some reading reforms
take a meaning-oriented approach and emphasize embedded sound-
letter relationships, whereas others focus explicitly on phonemic rela-
tionships between letters and sounds. These differences have
implications for the ways students learn to read (see chapter 6) and
merit consideration when reform methods are chosen. There are also
substantial differences in the approaches that reforms take to math.
In this chapter we consider how general patterns of curriculum and
instruction on the one hand and specific learning outcomes on the
other provide the scaffolding for student learning and merit specific
consideration when schools choose reforms.
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Based on these two levels of consideration, it is possible to
develop an empirical model for assessing the impact of reforms on
educational outcomes. In this study, we examined the effects of
reform on reducing retention from one year to the next at the class-
room level. Our model considers the influence of school characteris-
tics (ethnicity, poverty, and locale), reform type, professional
development, parent involvement, and classroom practices on reduc-
tions in retention and in special education referral. Improvements in
these outcomes are likely to increase the percentage of children who
graduate and are academically prepared to attend college.

Research Approach

A total of 667 teachers received the survey and 365 teachers
responded, for a response rate of 54.3 percent. Some surveys were
missing data and were also removed from the final analysis. This
analysis includes teachers in seven High Poverty/High Performing
(HP/HP) schools, chosen by the Wisconsin Department of Education
because their percentage of economically disadvantaged students was
double the state average at grade and their students scored at 90 per-
cent of or above the state average on three of the four sections of the
Wisconsin Knowledge and Concept Exam across the most recent two
years. It also included six CSR schools, chosen to provide a match with
the HP/HP schools. This section describes the survey instrument, sta-
tistical methods, model specifications, and study limitations.

Survey Instrument

The survey was developed in a two-step process. First, based on
our research on early literacy in Indiana, we developed a survey
instrument that asked about classroom practices that were closely
aligned with the description of program features of reading reforms
(St. John, Bardzell, and associates 1999; St. John, Manset, and
Michael 1999). This instrument identified specific features related to
professional development, parent involvement, and classroom prac-
tices (instruction and organization/structure) and asked about the
extent of implementation.

At the outset of the Wisconsin study, we adapted the survey
instrument to examine comprehensive reforms and to consider mid-
dle and high schools as well as elementary schools. The major adap-
tations were generalizing the curriculum features and adding
features related to general classroom practices in K—12 schools. The
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revised instrument represents a general survey of classroom prac-
tice, but includes some questions related to comprehensive reform.
Based on this preliminary study, as well as refinements to our
review methods (St. John et al., forthcoming), it is possible to make
further refinements in the instrument in the future that would
align more directly with the features of comprehensive school
reform models. The basic components of the survey are summarized
briefly below.

First, the questionnaire included questions about reform mod-
els. Fifteen CSR models were identified and teachers were given
an opportunity to indicate if they used these methods. These ques-
tions provide an indication of the classroom teachers’ perceptions
of the reform method they were using. These were simple yes/no
responses.

Second, we had five questions about whether teachers had
opportunities for five types of professional development (certified
specialists, in-service workshops, networking, peer review/obser-
vation, and opportunities for collaboration). These questions were
analyzed as a dichotomous outcome, yes or no “this feature was
available to me.”

Third, a set of questions was asked about parent involvement,
which were analyzed with yes or no outcomes. Teachers were asked
if there were parent-teacher conferences, material distribution, par-
ents in the classroom, shared homework, family education, parents
in the schools, and family communication.

Fourth, questions about structure/organization and instruction
features used a Likert scale. Teachers were asked about frequency
of use (“never” to “every day”) using a Likert scale about struc-
tural/organizational features in their classrooms. Questions were
asked about fifteen features. Similarly, teachers were asked about
instructional practices using a Likert scale to indicate frequency of
use. Questions were asked about twenty-one instructional practices
representing a range of teaching methods.

In addition questions were asked about implemented philoso-
phies, special education referral (“last year” and “this year”), and
retention rates (“last year” and “this year”). As an outcome, this
study focuses on whether there was a reduction in retention rates
(for the current year in comparison to the prior year).

Statistical Methods

Three types of statistical analyses are presented in this
exploratory study. First, we present a factor analysis of the program
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features related to instruction and structure organization. This ten-
factor solution identifies patterns of classroom practice that were
included in the statistical model. Second, we present the descriptive
statistics for the variables included in the statistical model. Third,
because we used dichotomous outcomes (whether there were reduc-
tions in retention and special education referral), we present a logis-
tic regression analysis. Logistic regression is generally regarded as
an appropriate statistical method for analyses that consider qualita-
tive, dichotomous outcomes (Aldrich and Nelson 1986; Cabrera 1994).

Model Specification

This model represents a preliminary analysis of the influence of
school reform methods on reduction in retention rates and a reduc-
tion in special education referrals. Specific variables related to
school characteristics, reform models, professional development,
parent involvement, and classroom practices are outlined below.

First, three variables related to school characteristics were
examined. The school’s percentages of minority students and eco-
nomically disadvantaged students are entered as continuous vari-
ables. Schools in cities were compared to schools in other locales.

Second, the model included eight dichotomous variables related
to the types of CSR models used in classrooms: Accelerated Schools,
America’s Choice, Co-NECT Schools, Core Knowledge, Direct
Instruction, School Development Process, Success for All, and Other.
Only slightly more than half of the respondents indicated that they
used any reform type. These variables represent teachers’ percep-
tions of the methods they were using in their classroom compared to
all other cases in the sample.

Third, four variables related to professional development were
examined. Certified specialists, networking, peer review/observa-
tions, and opportunities for collaboration were treated as indepen-
dent dichotomous variables. These variables indicate whether
teachers used these practices. Although teachers were also asked
about in-service workshops, there was little variation in access to
this form of professional development, so this variable was not
included in the analysis.

Fourth, four variables related to parent involvement were
examined: materials distribution, parents in the classroom, shared
homework, and family education. They were also entered as inde-
pendent dichotomous variables.

Finally, ten variables related to classroom practices were con-
sidered. These variables are continuous variables and represent the
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factor scores for each of these variables. The factors are described in
the findings below.

Limitations

The analyses presented in this paper represent an exploratory
analysis of the effects of CSRs on classroom outcomes. It represents
a step forward in the research on comprehensive school reform, but
it is a preliminary study. The analysis has some limitations.

First, the classrooms represented by the teacher surveys repre-
sent the practices in the schools surveyed, but the schools are not
representative of the universe of schools in Wisconsin. The schools
were selected for the study either because they were HP/HP schools
or because they were CSR schools. School leaders had the opportu-
nity to participate in the study. We consider this limitation in our
discussion of findings. However, the study still has meaning as an
exploratory study on the impact of comprehensive reform.

Second, the statistical model we use in this study could be further
refined. Two specific refinements merit consideration in future stud-
ies. First, the reforms themselves could be classified into groups and
compared to classrooms that did not use a reform model. If an appro-
priate typology were developed, it might be possible to assess how dif-
ferent types (i.e. process-based models, curriculum-based models, and
so forth) of reforms influenced student outcomes. Second, the mea-
sures we use for classroom practices could be further refined, possibly
developing sets of design variables related to classroom practices, an
approach that might be better for logistic regression modeling.

Third, there was a relatively large number of missing values.
Although there was an N of 365 in our descriptive analysis, fewer
than half of these responses were included in the logistic models,
due to missing cases. Consistent with the requirements of the sta-
tistical methods, we assumed that missing responses were randomly
distributed. The low rate of response was probably related to asking
questions about special education referral and retention for the cur-
rent year, a calculation that some teachers could find hard to make.
In the future better efforts should be made to adjust for missing
responses.

In spite of these limitations, the current analyses provide
insight into the effects of comprehensive reforms on student out-
comes. Specifically, we examine reductions in retention and special
education referral as equity-related outcomes. In the remainder of
this chapter we summarize the findings and consider the implica-
tions for future research and practices.
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Findings

Patterns of Classroom Practices

The factor analysis of the structural/organizational features and
classroom/instructional features (Table 7.1) provided a ten-factor
solution. These factors were:

¢ Grouping Approaches. Individualized instruction, ability
grouping, small groups, and “pull-out” instruction.

¢ Remedial Approaches. One-on-one tutorials, preventive
methodologies, and remedial methodologies.

¢ Practical [ Vocational Approaches. Hands-on learning,
computers, practical applications, and vocational
studies.

¢ Creative/ Thematic Approaches. Thematic units, portfo-
lios, creative arts, and communication.

® Special-Needs Approaches. Adequate resources for at-risk
students, students with disabilities, and students with
limited English proficiency (LEP).

¢ Cooperative Approaches. Cooperative learning and assess-
ment of performance tasks.

* Basal Approaches. Basal readers or textbooks and work-
sheets/workbooks.

* Direct/Lecture Approaches. Whole classroom instruction,
teacher lecturing, and direct instruction.

* Collaboration. Teachers collaboratively teach and teach-
ers collaboratively plan.

¢ Independent-Reading Approaches. Uses independent
reading, but negatively associated with multi-age class-
rooms.

These combinations of variables represented common patterns of
practice among teachers in the thirteen schools included in this
study, a combination of CSR and HP/HP schools. In the logistic
model, summarized below, we consider whether these patterns of
practice were associated with reductions in retention rates and spe-
cial education referral in these schools.



TABLE 7.1
Loading for Factors

Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Structural /| Organizational Features

Individualized Instruction 0.53

Ability Grouping 0.71

Whole Classroom Instruction 0.63

Small Group 0.65

“Pullout” Instruction 0.64

Cooperative Learning 0.64

One-to-One Tutorial 0.56

Performance Assessment 0.68

Thematic Units 0.60

Teachers Collaboratively Teach 0.70
Teachers Collaboratively Plan 0.81
Multiage Classrooms -0.69
Classroom [ Instructional Features

Basal Readers or Textbooks 0.53

Independent Reading 0.61
Portfolios 0.55

Teacher Lecturing 0.59

Direct Instruction 0.67
Hands-On Learning Instruction 0.51

Creative Arts 0.62

Communication 0.60

Resources for Students At-Risk 0.70

Resources for Students with Disabilities 0.83

Resources for Students with LEP 0.70

Computers 0.62

Practical Application 0.55

Worksheets/Workbooks 0.68

Vocational Studies 0.66

Preventive Methodologies 0.74

Remedial Methodologies 0.72
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Characteristics of the Populations

The population characteristics are summarized in Table 7.2.
About 9 percent of the classrooms had a reduction in retention rates
between 1998—-99 and 1999-2000. The logistic analyses below exam-
ined the variables significantly associated with this outcome and
with a reduction in special education referrals.

Most of these schools and classrooms were urban (68%), and
there was some economic diversity. About 30 percent of the average
school was economically disadvantaged (on free or reduced lunch)
with a modest standard deviation (16%). However, the percentage
of minorities was only 22 percent, with a standard deviation of 17
percent. This illustrates a wide variation in ethnicity, with some
schools with very few minority students and a few with a high per-
centage of minority students. In five of the thirteen schools, over
90 percent of the students were white. In an additional five
schools, at least 75 percent of the students were white. Three of the
schools (two CSR and one HP/HP) would be considered diverse
schools. In these schools, the percentage of white students ranged
from 28 percent to 55 percent with African-American students
being the other main group.

In this analysis Accelerated Schools was most often selected by
teachers as a method they were using (7.1%). Other nationally
known methods that were cited by more than two teachers included
Direct Instruction (4.7%) or Co-NECT (4.4%), School Development
Program (1.6%), America’s Choice (1.4%), and Success for All (1.1%).
In addition, other reforms were selected by about a third of the
teachers. The “other” category included a few one- or two-person
responses to other national reforms and a large number of teachers
who indicated “other” (meaning their own locally developed reform
method). The “other” category was about one-third (36%) of the
population.

Professional development activities were evident. A majority of
teachers indicated access to certified specialists. About half indi-
cated use of networking and collaboration. Nearly one-third indi-
cated a use of peer review/observation.

In addition, parent involvement was widespread in these class-
rooms. Virtually all of the teachers indicated a use of parent-teacher
conferences and planned efforts to communicate with students’ fam-
ilies. Shared homework, family education, and parents in schools
were evident in most of these schools. Materials distribution was
used in about 40 percent of the classrooms and parents were
involved in about 30 percent of these classrooms.
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TABLE 7.2
Descriptive Statistics of the Sample

Mean (%)? S.D.
Outcome Variables
Having less retention 8.9%
Having less referral 14.0%
School Characteristics
% Economically Disadvantaged .30 .16
% Minority 22 17
City 68.2%
Reform Model | Program
Accelerated Schools 7.1%
America’s Choice School Design 1.4%
Co-NECT Schools 4.4%
Direct Instruction 4.7%
School Development Program 1.6%
Success For All 1.1%
Other 36.4%
Professional Development
Certified Specialist 59.9%
Networking 44.6%
Peer Review/Observation 28.5%
Opportunities for Collaboration 49.3%
Parent Involvement
Materials Distribution 39.9%
Parents in the Classroom 28.2%
Shared Homework 67.7%
Family Education 61.8%

Note: n = 365.

"Percentages only are reported for dichotomous variables. Averages and standard
deviations are reported when percentages are used as continuous variables.

Reduction in Retention

The analysis of reductions in grade retention is an especially
noteworthy outcome for schools in Wisconsin because the state has
rules that prohibit social promotion. Therefore, we can assume that
reduction in retention is related to gains in education. Below we con-
sider the influence of five sets of variables on the outcome.

First, two variables related to school characteristics were asso-
ciated with reductions in retention. The percentage of minority stu-
dents was negatively associated with reductions in retention,
whereas the percentage of economically disadvantaged students was
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positively associated with reductions in retention (0.1, a modest
association). At first glance this might seem contradictory, but we
need to consider that half of the schools were selected because they
were high-poverty and high-performing. The state had a difficult
time identifying urban schools that met the criteria of being high-
performing and high-poverty, which complicated the findings.
Apparently the high-performing schools, which had fewer minority
students (because they were less urban), had a positive association
with this outcome, controlling for other variables in the model.

Second, one of the school reform models, Accelerated Schools,
was positively associated with reduction in retention. This finding is
certainly consonant with the philosophy of Accelerated Schools,
which emphasizes enabling every student to achieve on grade level
(Hopfenberg, Levin, and associates 1993). Therefore this is a note-
worthy finding for Accelerated Schools. However, the fact that other
reforms were not significant is not necessarily problematic, given
that the reference group for this set of design variables is classrooms
in high-performing schools.

Third, none of the professional development variables were sig-
nificant. This finding reaffirms the notion that professional develop-
ment influences educational outcomes by influencing change in
classroom practices (St. John, Ward, and Laine 1999). This hypoth-
esis merits further examination in future studies.

Fourth, three variables related to parent involvement were sig-
nificant. Distribution of material (books and so forth) to families was
positively associated with reductions in retention (0.1, a modest
association). This is reasonable, given that these interventions gen-
erally intend to involve parents directly in the education of their
children. However, parents volunteering in classrooms and family
education were negatively associated with reductions in retention.
The reasons for these associations merit further exploration.

Finally, three of the instructional/structural factors were also
significantly associated with reductions in retention. Individual-
ized /Small Groups Approaches and Basal Approaches were both
positively associated with reductions in retention. In contrast, Col-
laborative Approaches were negatively associated with reductions in
referral. The factors represent combinations of classroom practices
that usually fall together in day-to-day practice. Apparently, high-
structured approaches (Basal) that can be individualized or adapted
to work with small groups enabled more students in these schools to
make academic progress. Further investigation would be needed to
explain the negative association between collaborative approaches
and retention.



TABLE 7.3
Coefficients of Predictors on Retention and Referral
Changes in Binary Logistic Regressions

Having Less Having Less
Retention Referral
Sig. Sig
Variables Beta Beta
School Characteristics
City 29.25 3.96 *
% Minorities -30.19  ** 2.03
% Economically Disadvantaged 4792  * -17.09
Reform Model
Accelerated Schools 12.74  ** —-1.58
America’s Choice School Design 3.40 —8.72
Co-NECT Schools 28.17 —6.24
Direct Instruction -12.78 -11.22
Success For All —2.98 -9.60
Other 0.47 0.42
Professional Development
Certified Specialist 0.88 0.00
Networking 0.51 1.65
Peer Review/Observation 0.21 1.80
Opportunities for Collaboration -0.19 -1.80 *
Parent Involvement
Materials Distribution 2.00 * 1.40 *
Parents in the Classroom —-4.10 ** -0.23
Shared Homework 0.10 -0.15
Family Education -3.70  ** -0.87
Factors
Factor 1 Individualized/Small Group 150 * 0.25
Factor 2 Preventive/Remedial -0.55 -0.11
Factor 3 Vocational 0.90 -0.25
Factor 4 Creative/Thematic -0.15 -0.01
Factor 5 Special Needs 0.26 -0.93 *
Factor 6 Cooperative 0.33 0.28
Factor 7 Basal 145  ** 0.21
Factor 8 Direct/Lecture -0.31 0.11
Factor 9 Collaborative -1.32  ** 0.28
Factor 10 Independent Reading —0.22 1.75  wEE
N 145 134
—2logLL 49.651 67.859
Cox & Snell R? 0.254 0.225
% Correctly Predicted 90.3 88.8

Note: * p < 0.1, ¥* p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Special Education Referral

Special education referral is another learning outcome that is
occasionally used as an indicator of success in early reading inter-
ventions. In this study, we focused on reductions in referral because
this measure is a reasonable indicator of whether equity is being
realized in the opportunity to attain educationally.

First, only one of the school characteristics had a significant
association with reduction in referral. Being an urban school was
positively associated with reductions in referral (0.1, a modest asso-
ciation), but poverty and ethnicity per se were not significant. This
suggests that the CSR schools, which were more likely to be urban
schools, were successful. This is potentially good news for urban edu-
cators. It suggests that getting involved in a comprehensive reform
can help more students achieve on grade level in urban schools.
However, since this is a modest association and a preliminary study,
we are cautious in reaching a firm conclusion.

Second, none of the specific reform models were statistically sig-
nificant. This means that that teachers using these CSR models had
about the same probability of reducing referrals as did teachers in
high-performing, high-poverty schools.

Third, one variable related to professional development was asso-
ciated with special education referral. Teachers who collaborated on
planning and instruction were less likely to report reductions in spe-
cial education referral (0.1, a modest association). Because classrooms
that use mainstreaming for special education and Title I require more
collaboration, it is possible that this finding is an artifact of this
arrangement, a possibility that merits further exploration.

Fourth, materials distribution was positively associated with
reductions in special education referral (0.1, modest association).
The fact that this strategy for involving parents in the education of
their children is once again significant and positive is a noteworthy
finding. It reinforces the idea that involving parents in the education
of their children is a workable approach.

Fifth, two of the factors related to classroom practices were
significantly associated with reductions in special education refer-
ral. Using Special-Needs Approaches was negatively associated
with reduction in special education referral (0.1, modest associa-
tion). This finding is an artifact of sorts, in the sense that class-
rooms with Special-Needs Approaches have more referral.
However, this finding also merits reflection, especially if the
methods influence more referral. Finally, Independent-Reading
Approaches were positively associated with reductions in special
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education referral, a finding that supports arguments for the use of
gifted techniques in school reform.

Discussion

Although this study does not focus exclusively on urban com-
munities, it does deal primarily with urban schools. However, the
findings can help inform an understanding of the role of CSRs
within the broader picture of urban school reform.

First, urban schools with high percentages of minority students
face especially difficult challenges in efforts to improve educational
outcome. Urban schools were significantly different than other
schools in one analysis when the analysis controlled for both poverty
and ethnicity. This finding suggests that comprehensive approaches
to reform may help urban schools. However, schools with high per-
centages of minority students were less likely to reduce retention
rates whereas schools with higher poverty rates were more likely to
reduce retention rates. These findings on retention were troubling
because they indicate that schools with high percentages of minority
student were more resistant to improvement in this study.

Second, not all reforms are equal. In this study of Wisconsin
schools, classrooms that used Accelerated Schools methods were
more likely to reduce grade-level retention. However, the other
reforms examined in this study were not significantly different than
the nonreform classrooms. Because the reference group in this study
was classrooms in high-performing/high-poverty schools, the finding
that these other reforms were not statistically significant does not
mean these methods were ineffectual. Rather using these methods
was not significantly different than the reference group, classrooms
in high performing schools.

Third, the professional development processes generally were
not significantly associated with educational outcomes. Only the
opportunity to collaborate was modestly significant and it was nega-
tively associated with reductions in special education referral. How-
ever, the finding of nonsignificance does not preclude the possibility
that professional development has an influence indirectly, by influ-
encing changes in parental involvement and classroom practice.
Indeed, the substance of professional development—the content of
training and the methods they emphasize—may be more important
than the type of training provided.

Fourth, classroom practices also have an influence on educa-
tional practice. Classrooms that used Individualized /| Small Group
Approaches and Basal Approaches were significant and associated
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with reductions in retention. Given that Individualized/Small
Group Approaches and Remedial Approaches are distinct features, it
is clear this former was associated with instructional practices. In
contrast, the fact that Basal Approaches were associated with reduc-
tion in retention means that a systematic curriculum helps with
reading and comprehension.

Interestingly, Collaborative Approaches were significant and
negatively associated with less grade retention. It was unexpected
that classrooms with collaborative planning and teaching were less
likely to reduce retention, especially given the emphasis on collabo-
rative methods in the professional development literature (Bull and
Buechler 1996). This finding could be an artifact of mainstreaming,
in the sense that these classrooms generally have more collaboration
built in. If this is a plausible explanation, then these findings merit
further examination.

Further, classrooms that used Independent-Reading Approaches
were associated with reductions in special education referral, a find-
ing that reinforces arguments for individualizing curriculum.
Indeed, this finding on special education referral complements the
finding on materials distribution. Strategies that encourage read-
ing—through material distribution or independent reading—help
keep more students in the educational mainstream.

Implications

First, these findings suggest that many factors influence improve-
ments in learning outcomes. In this study one reform model—Acceler-
ated Schools—was associated with improvement in student outcomes.
The Accelerated Schools Project (ASP) differs from other types of
reforms in the sense that it encourages schools to experiment with
new approaches, rather than emphasizing a packaged approach. The
ASP model is a school-wide reform process that welcomes the partici-
pation of the entire school staff and school community. The process is
structured so that school community members reflect upon the cur-
rent status, define a future vision of the school, and identify chal-
lenges that must be addressed in order to become what school
community members have envisioned. This form of collaboration
among teachers and building administrators is frequently mentioned
as an effective strategy for changing and improving schools (Barth
1991; Fullan 1999; Joyce, Wolf, and Calhoun 1993; Wald 2000).

Several of the patterns of classroom practices were associated
with reduction in retention. Individualized /| Small Group Approaches
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and Basal Approaches were both associated with increasing the per-
centage of children who progress to the next grade. The latter of these
is a systematic approach, whereas the former involves adapting the
system to meet diverse learning needs. This suggests that a compre-
hensive and balanced approach may be important. The fact that
Independent Reading Approaches were positively associated with
reduction in special education referral further reinforces this line of
reasoning.

Second, these findings support arguments that schools need to
carefully study the features of reform and select reforms that comple-
ment their patterns of practice. In making decisions about reform
methods, the specific method that is chosen may be less important
than the ways the reform process influences classroom practice.
Specifically, these findings suggest new directions in the focus of
research on comprehensive schools reform. It is crucial that research
move beyond the stage of comparing models and comparing different
types of reforms, to focusing on the ways educational practices change
in schools as a result of implementing CSR models. It is also impor-
tant to examine the cultures in schools, along with the political forces,
that influence the selection and implementation of CSR models. If
classroom practices do impact student outcomes, then it is crucial to
develop better ways of assessing how reforms change these practices.

Third, it is important to also consider more explicitly reforms in
schools that serve mostly minority students. We found that schools
with high percentages of minority students were more resistant to
reduction in retention, a troubling finding. This means that in the
efforts to find better reform models, researchers and policymakers
need to focus on what works for schools that serve minority children.
Although the comprehensive reforms are a step in the right direc-
tion, they do not appear to be a universal solution to the problems
facing urban schools.

Fourth, because education reform is a complex process that
involves changing classroom practices, policymakers should avoid
simple solutions to school improvement. How and why schools
change their classroom practices may be more important than the
selection of any particular reform type. Reform methods that allow
educators to adapt their methods appear more successful than
reforms with more fixed curricular approaches. Thus, there is strong
evidence from this study that it is important to encourage educators
to focus on classroom practices when they choose and implement a
reform model. This means that the process of studying, choosing,
and implementing reforms may be more important than which
reforms they choose.
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Finally, this study has implications for future research on com-
prehensive school reform. Little systematic research has been con-
ducted on comprehensive school reform efforts. Much of the
published literature can be characterized as propositional in nature.
In other words these publications advocate the benefits of CSR mod-
els based on extant research, but there are, in fact, few empirical
studies that test the assertions made by advocates of various CSR
models. Research on CSR models requires more systematic survey
research, qualitative case studies, and analysis of available learning
outcomes data that can be linked to CSR efforts. This is no easy task.

Notes

*We thank the North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (NCREL)
for funding the survey analyzed in this chapter. The views are the authors’
and do not represent official policies or positions of the funding agency.

1. Percentages only are reported for dichotomous variables. Averages
and standard deviations are reported when percentages are used as contin-
uous variables.
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Chapter 8

Private Scholarships and School Choice:
Innovation or Class Reproduction?

Carolyn S. Ridenour and Edward P. St. John

During the 1990s private donors in several urban communities
organized private scholarship programs that partially subsidize the
costs of attending private schools for children with financial need.
Two major, publicly funded voucher programs—in Milwaukee (Witte
1998) and Cleveland (Metcalf et al. 1998)—have received a great deal
of public attention. From the research on these experiments, it
appears that students who use vouchers to attend public schools have
modest improvement in achievement and substantial influence on
parent satisfaction (Peterson 1998; Metcalf et al. 1998; Witte 1998).
More recently, several cities have initiated privately funded scholar-
ship programs (PFSPs) that provide need-based scholarships to low-
income students to attend private schools. Some of these new
programs even have included experimental designs with control
groups of students who received and did not received private schol-
arships. These urban experiments may provide further information
about the differences in achievement in public and private schools,
but most of these new studies will not address questions related to
the impact of these new market forces on what schools do to improve.

To understand why it is important to consider the impact of
PFSPs on educational improvement, it is necessary only to recon-
sider the crisis in urban education. For decades urban schools have
been confronted by severe poverty (Jencks and Peterson 1991). At
the start of the twenty-first century, a larger percentage of students
in urban settings are minorities than at any point in the prior cen-
tury. Urban public schools have become predominantly minority. A
larger percentage of African-American children, heavily concen-
trated in cities, attended predominantly or exclusively minority
schools in the middle 1990s than in 1954, at the time of the Brown
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decision (Fossey 1998). In this context, it is important to recall that
Chubb and Moe (1990, 1991) originally argued that vouchers should
be used because they felt that the introduction of market forces
would stimulate educational improvement in urban schools.

This chapter examines the results of a two-year study of the
effects of a PFSP on educational improvement in an urban commu-
nity in the Midwest (hereafter referred to as The City). We analyze
interviews with teachers and parents conducted the year the PFSP
was announced, base year (1997-98), and interviews in selected
schools during the base year and the first year of the scholarship
program (1998-99). The study also included interviews with senior
administrators in public and private school systems (St. John and
Ridenour 2000) and these results are summarized below. First, we
provide an overview of the context (The City and the PFSP), sum-
marize findings from analyses of the PFSP on strategic behavior of
senior and site administrators, and critically examine arguments
about the potential influence of market forces on schools. Next, we
summarize the research methods used in the study. Then we exam-
ine perceptions of teachers and parents who have been involved in
these schools. Finally, the conclusions are presented.

Background

The Context

The PSFP program was a local intervention initiated by a noted
advocate of school reform and a strong market advocate. The City
Public Schools, like many urban districts in the United States, had a
history of declining achievement test scores and was subject to
intense scrutiny by the state. It had a long history of court-mandated
desegregation remedies and gained approval for a new choice-based
approach to desegregation in 1998, the same year the PFSP was
introduced. There was a strongly committed donor community in The
City and they formed a Board to oversee the new PFSP. The members
of the board were not only the major contributors to the program, but
they had a long history of commitment to educational improvement
efforts in both the public and private schools.

The public schools in The City had initiated a number of reforms
in the years immediately preceding the introduction of the PFSP.
They had initiated a restructuring process in 1997 that focused on
schools with the lowest test schools. This process included collabora-
tion with representatives of one of the nationally recognized com-
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prehensive reforms as well a team of faculty from a local university.
In addition, The City had a long history of using magnet schools as
an integral part of its desegregation strategy. The City Public
Schools (CPS) had implemented several distinctive schools that were
intended to induce student choice, including Montessori schools, val-
ues based schools, and direct instruction schools. Thus the urban
system was reasonably well positioned to respond to the introduc-
tion of private scholarships by emphasizing its own internal choices
for families and competitive niches in several of its schools.

In addition, The City was located in a state with a history of pro-
viding direct financial support for private schools. This included sup-
port for busing, textbooks, and supplemental services (i.e., Title I and
Special Education). In an interview conducted as part of this study,
the Superintendent of the Catholic school system indicated that
Catholic schools attracted about $600 of state support for each new
urban student, which meant that there was a financial incentive to
expand enrollment of poor students. Senior administrators in The
City Public Schools interviewed as part of this study viewed these
subsidies of private schools as a “drain” of resources from public
schools. In addition, there was pending litigation over the adequacy
and equity of funding within the state system. Thus, there were a
number of concerns about public and private school funding among
public educators in The City even before the PFSP was introduced.

The private schools had also undergone substantial adaptation
during the two years immediately preceding introduction of the
PFSP. The Catholic schools had used two innovative methods to
induce market forces into their system. This included a “fill every
desk” campaign that had involved teachers in recruiting local stu-
dents into their schools. This was accompanied by an “average cost
funding” strategy that facilitated the sharing of resources across
wealthy and poorer parishes. This combination of strategies had
enabled several of the Catholic schools to attract large numbers of
new students who were paying a reduced cost through the fill-every-
desk initiative. A few of the Catholic schools in The City had become
entirely African-American as a result of these initiatives. In addition
there was a large Christian school system in The City that had some
school buildings with about half African-American students. The
Christian schools did not accept any state support, but they were
willing to participate in the PFSP. Thus there was a large, proactive
set of urban schools that was already oriented toward competing
with CPS for students.

The experimental design for The City’s PFSP included a “student-
effects study” that was intended to have a treatment group of at least
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675 students and a control group of equal size. However, the donor
board had committed enough funds to the program to award more
than 1,000 scholarships. Thus, eligibility to the program was opened
to students who were already attending private schools, along with
public school students. Indeed, the private schools in The City, espe-
cially the Lutheran and Catholic schools, had already made extensive
use of student aid for students from poor inner-city families.

The original experimental design for the PFSP also included
scholarships for students in public schools within the metropolitan
area to attend public schools in other public districts in the area.
Most of the districts already had a tuition scheme that allowed out-
of-district students to pay the equivalent of local taxes per student.
The public schools received the state portion of funding in addition
to the tuition, which meant that there had long been an opportunity
for urban students with money to pay to attend suburban schools.
When the PFSP program was introduced, proponents encouraged
the public districts in the metropolitan area to participate, thus
approaching a more open market. Some donors even offered to pay
the differential between the advertised scholarship amount ($1,000
to $1,500 depending on the level of school) and the out-of-district
tuition charge. However, all of the public districts in the metropoli-
tan area refused to participate in this part of the program.

Given this contested context, it is perhaps not surprising that
the PFSP ended up giving out many more scholarships than were
intended, but induced less transfer than expected. Thus, a large
number of the scholarships went to students who were already
enrolled in private schools. Given that the number of students who
changed their enrollment was smaller than expected, the experi-
mental aspect of the study may not have been as critical as origi-
nally envisioned. However, as the review above indicates, there were
substantial adaptations in the strategies used by both public and
private educational systems, as a result of the PFSP.

Framing the Analysis

These developments raise three questions that were the original
focus of our studies of the PFSP. What caused the extensive strategic
adaptations by senior education officials in The City? How did the
strategic adaptations by senior administrators in public and private
systems influence the strategies used by building site administra-
tors in public and private schools? And, how did educators and par-
ents in public and private school buildings respond to the changes in
policy and choice opportunities? These questions focus on the ways
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educators and families adapted to rapid change in local finance and
educational strategies. Our analyses of interviews consider three
possible ways of understanding local adaptations: a structural expla-
nation, a market explanation, and a choice explanation.

The dominant model used for enrollment planning in schools and
school systems is a structural model driven by historic enrollments
and anticipated enrollment changes. Enrollment projections are typi-
cally adjusted for changes in the size of age cohorts and migration pat-
terns across school districts (e.g., Hussar and Gerald 1996). Within
this structural way of conceiving of school choice, tax dollars are
thought to follow students. Because state and local tax dollars follow
students in public schools, planners can use enrollment as a basis for
annual financial planning. When this model is used, it is possible that
the threat of a large enrollment loss will stimulate school systems to
adapt to the introduction of a scholarship program.

When this structural frame is used to critique vouchers and
other choice schemes that enable students to choose public as well as
private schools, then the focus shifts to assessing the consequences
of losing students. The concept of “skimming” has frequently been
used to describe these consequences, including: increased average
cost per student remaining in the system due to the fact that fami-
lies with children in higher cost programs (e.g., special education)
are less likely to choose to take advantage of vouchers; and a reduc-
tion of average scores in public schools due to the fact that higher
achieving children are more likely to take advantage of private
school choice opportunities (Kozol 1992). Those who hold structural
beliefs would have a rationale for resisting choice proposals, espe-
cially proposals that include private schools.

Second, a market model has emerged in the school literature.
This model argues both that parents deserve to have choices about
schools and that school innovation will be influenced by the intro-
duction of market forces (Chubb and Moe 1990; Glen 1991). School
choice has gained substantial public support (Rose, Gallup, and
Elam 1997), but recent evidence suggests that support might have
“peaked,” with only 22 percent favoring vouchers, and more than
half (69%) favoring continuing the current system of schools (Rose
and Gallup 2000). Nevertheless, many public school advocates have
adapted to the market argument by advocating school choice within
public school systems. However, the limited choice model advocated
by public school proponents puts more constraints on family school
choice and competition for students, forces that could influence mar-
ket adaptations. The more limited model constrains choice to public
schools, or at least to schools chartered by public authorities. It also
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limits market adaptations to schools that are eligible to receive stu-
dents. Regardless of whether the full-market model or more limited,
public-school-market model is advocated, the underlying logic of this
approach is that family choice is a force that can influence change
in schools.

When market assumptions are used in critiques of school choice
proposals, the counter arguments are more likely to focus on
whether all students can really afford to take advantage of scholar-
ship subsidies. There also may be concerns when scholarships only
cover a portion of the costs of attending private schools. Further,
even if scholarships cover full tuition, there are other costs associ-
ated with attendance and, thus, the poorest students would not be
able to take advantage of choice schemes; they would be left in inner-
city schools of deteriorating quality. Thus, the market critique is
similar to the structural, skimming critique.

A third explanation could be used to examine the adaptation of
school administrators to respond to market incentives based on their
predisposition. This perspective is based on research on financial and
academic adaptations in higher education (e.g., St. John 1994, 1995;
St. John and Elliott 1994; St. John and Hossler 1998) and of changes
in schools that implemented comprehensive reforms (Finnan et al.
1996; St. John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997). This frame focuses
on how individuals in different “situated” circumstances respond to
incentives. It focuses on discerning how: students and their families
respond to prices and price subsidies; administrators and educators
respond to new competitive forces; and schools respond to financial
incentives, based on their missions and shared values. Thus, the
choice perspective incorporates the salient arguments of the struc-
tural and market claims, but it also incorporates a way of considering
how and why individuals’ circumstances, including their values and
beliefs, can influence their response to new incentives.

Thus, the third perspective also provided a way of integrating
our analysis of changes in planning and managerial processes with
an interpretive analysis of the professional behavior by educators
and the choice preferences of families. By focusing on the ways
administrators responded to the new program, it was possible to dis-
cern better the influence the new program has on educational
improvement processes. And, at the same time, by focusing on the
circumstances that influence choices and actions, we had a way of
discerning patterns of beliefs—in other words, the attitudes towards
the innovation held by the various participants—and how these
beliefs influenced the ways participants respond to the introduction
of the program.
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Findings on Strategic Behavior

In an earlier analysis we examined the influence of the PFSP on
strategic behavior by system and site administrators (St. John and
Ridenour 2000). Our main conclusion was that public and private
school systems adapted to the new market conditions. This conclu-
sion was evident from the review of interviews with central admin-
istrators and reform advocates, and site administrators. Below we
briefly summarize the major conclusions reached from this review,
then examine these finding through the three analytic lenses.

Complex Patterns of Adaptation. Examining the strategic adap-
tations at two levels within urban educational systems has provided
insight into the complexity of system adaptation to the new market
forces in education.

First, the most rapid changes were evident at the system level.
Once briefed on the new privately funded scholarship program,
senior administrators began to adapt both the educational and
financial strategies used in their systems. The public schools has-
tened movement toward an emphasis on choice within the public
school system. Pressure was placed on schools to develop distinctive
missions that offered choices for parents. Retaining both students
and public funding that followed students was the primary incentive
for hastening the adaptation process. However, this did not repre-
sent a departure from past practices, but rather the PFSP provided
an incentive to speed up this change process.

In the four private schools there were efforts to attract new stu-
dents, as well as efforts to influence program donors to include poor
students they had already recruited into the new program. This early
adaptation in the design of the program substantially reduced the
research controls for the student effects study. This compromise in
the design of the program increased the local impact of the program,
as it had a more direct and substantial influence on the financial well
being of the private schools that had already begun to recruit inner-
city poor students. The introduction of the PFSP did not have the
intended impact; and it did not influence suburban schools to open
their doors to urban students, nor did it substantially expand the
range of private schools that marketed to poor urban children.

Second, the program also hastened changes in the marketing
and educational strategies that urban schools used. Building level
administrators in the urban private schools that actively partici-
pated in the program not only became more active in recruiting stu-
dents, they also reflected on the need to provide a more complete
range of services to the new children in their schools. However, this
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pattern of change was hastened by the fact that PFSP increased the
number of high-need students these schools attracted, but in three of
four private schools we studied, the majority of PFSP recipients
were already enrolled in the schools. Administrators in these schools
were reflecting on the need for change as a result of a historic pat-
tern of change.

Third, in contrast, public schools were already confronted by the
need to respond to the full range of needs of urban children. The two
schools we studied that lost moderate numbers of students to PFSP
were both schools with social workers who were an integral part of
the educational program. These schools were also confronted by the
challenge to develop a more distinctive mission. One of these schools
was attempting to strengthen the emphasis it placed on direct
instruction; the other was wrestling with the prospect of becoming a
charter school. The other two schools we studied had well-developed
and distinctive missions. They were all influenced by the introduc-
tion of the new scholarship program.

Understanding the Influence of Scholarships. The earlier study
also examined the three different perspectives on scholarships in
urban schools (St. John and Ridenour 2000). Each of the perspec-
tives provides insight into the change process.

The first perspective, the structural view, focuses on the loses in
enrollment and revenues that accrue to the public schools as a result
of implementing choice schemes that involved private schools choice.
The PFSP scholarships moved students from public to private
schools and private schools did sort through applications as part of
their admissions processes, in ways that kept some students with
the greatest needs out of their schools. Thus, there was confirmatory
evidence here that scholarships “skim” more able, low-income stu-
dents and leave a higher percentage of high-need, high-cost students
in urban public schools.

However, this view misses some important information about
the nature of change in schools. Private schools did take some low-
income children with more diverse learning needs. As a result of
making these choices the private schools were confronted by a need
to consider adding counselors and other personnel who might pro-
vide a fuller range of services. Thus, the structural view does not
fully capture the fact that the scholarship can hasten change in both
private and public schools. Further, there was evidence that the
introduction of scholarships also influenced change within the pub-
lic education system.

The second perspective, the market view, argues that introducing
market forces will stimulate change in urban education. This study of
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leadership behavior provided substantial evidence that the introduc-
tion of scholarships hastened the change process in both public and
private schools. The public schools hastened their efforts to move
toward a public system of choice. They made efforts to influence
schools to develop distinctive missions and initiated centralized efforts
to market their choice scheme, expanding the educational options
available to urban families. The market argument also explained why
urban private schools might adapt their marketing and missions to
address the needs of the more diverse students they attract.

However, the market view did not explain why there was so much
resistance to change in the market. In particular, all of the metropoli-
tan public school districts in the area refused to participate in the
PFSP. The market model did not explain why these school systems
would not respond to the incentive to attract more students. Nor did it
explain why some private schools did not openly market to PSFP stu-
dents. The market model also tends to overlook the fact that class dif-
ferences separate urban and suburban schools (Jencks and Peterson
1991), which complicates the analysis of the impact of this PFSP
because of the initial focus on free choice within the metropolitan area.

The third frame, the choice view, argues that individuals respond
to incentives based on their situated circumstances. This alternative
perspective helps explain both why some changes occurred and why
others did not. Indeed, both system and building administrators used
the opportunities provided by the PFSP to move further and faster to
goals they already held. For urban public schools, the program has-
tened movement toward a more open choice scheme within the public
system. For suburban public schools, the decision to resist the new
program was predicated on the legal boundaries that separated the
social classes, continuing to constrain the urban poor within the city
limits. For private schools that were already oriented toward serving
urban poor families, the PFSP provided an opportunity for continuing
this new form of service. Finally, for the other private schools that
provided havens for those opting out of public systems, the incentive
to respond to the new clients was mitigated by the prospect of losing
wealthier students who could pay the full price.

The limitation of the choice frame is that it does not fully deal
with the political context. For example, it stops short of arguing
that political power and social class differences determine the
ways educational systems respond to new initiatives. It also stops
short of uncritically extolling the virtues of the market frame.
Thus, the implicit political neutrality of the choice frame makes it
possible to provide evidence to inform stakeholders with divergent
political positions.
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Reframing the Inquiry

In this chapter, we treat the following as an initial, intermediate
understanding: Individuals—administrators, teachers, and parents—
make choices in situated contexts. Although this restatement of the
choice perspective, may provide a more complete explanation for the
patterns of strategic adaptation than the alternative frames previ-
ously explored, the inherent political neutrality of the initial argu-
ment was too limiting. In order to explore further the political aspects
of the adaptation process within schools, this analysis explored the
situated context of choice relative to two political arguments:

¢ Innovation as Qutcome of Choice: A New Progressive
Interpretation. In a sense, the new conservative political
interests have argued that school choice is in the interest
of all families because it is more likely to promote innova-
tions in ways that enable more children to achieve in
schools. This argument carries forward elements of social
attainment theory, which argues for cross-generation
improvement in status (Blau and Duncan 1967; Alexan-
der and Eckland 1978). It also carries forward the new
rationale that market forces induce innovation in schools
that are stimulated by parent’s aspirations for their chil-
dren (Chubb and Moe 1990). This argument links gains in
cross-generation attainment to innovations attributable
to the introduction of market forces.

¢ Cultural Reproduction as Outcome of Choice: A Critical-
Social Interpretation. Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1977,
1990) provides a lens for viewing situated choices that
focuses on forces in cultural contexts that reinforce cul-
ture and class. Bourdieu distinguishes between economic
capital (with focus on money), symbolic capital (with a
focus on symbols of social status), and cultural capital
(with a focus on education). This perspective suggests
that choice schemes could be limited to cultural reproduc-
tion—and indeed to largely symbolic gains in capital—
unless the innovation has an influence on the formation of
cultural capital in the family.

In this analysis of parent and teacher interviews, we are inter-
ested in exploring these two alternative notions of the underlying
social forces that influence the choices people make, once a choice
scheme is put in motion. In the concluding section, we explore how
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these lenses inform our collective understanding of the consequences
of introducing new open choice schemes into urban communities.

Research Approach

We wanted to examine schools holistically and uncover the
dynamics of change as revealed naturally by the voices of those in
the schools, revelations that we could not anticipate. Therefore, we
used a qualitative research approach. Interviews and observations
were our predominant data collection strategies.

Identifying schools as sites for study was based on several fac-
tors: those schools parents would or would not want to leave based
on prior information and shifting enrollment patterns; those schools
into which we would be given access; finally, our interest in schools
that had relatively high and low numbers of PFSP applicants and
that could be matched on an instructional theme. We were inter-
ested in exploring whether or not differences might exist among
those schools from which a relatively large proportion of parents
would want to withdraw their children and those schools where
fewer parents would demonstrate such desire. There was, therefore,
much negotiation in identifying sites for study. Several face-to-face
meetings between school administrators and the research team built
a foundation of reciprocity on which the first year of the study was
begun (Marshall and Rossman 1989). All findings, for example,
would be shared with the schools before they were sent to other
audiences. Access to building sites, dates of data collection at indi-
vidual schools, and all other logistical matters were agreed to by the
schools and the university team. Informed consent procedures were
put in place.

In the baseline year (1997-98), eight schools were sites for study,
four public schools and four private schools. In the second year of the
study (1998-99), two public schools were added. Because the baseline
year was based on “applications” and the second year was based on
“takers,” it was impossible in the baseline year to predict from which
schools applicants would be selected by the lottery. For the baseline
study, two City Elementary Schools with (in March 1998) high num-
bers of applicants (N=48 or 7.9% and N=44 or 6.8%) were selected as
well as two City Elementary Schools with low application numbers
(N=11 or 3.0% and N=17 or 4.0%). The two City Schools with low
application numbers were selected to match instructional themes of
the two City Schools with high application numbers. Four private
schools were selected based on two criteria. The first was selecting
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schools that historically have attracted high numbers of low-income
students in the area of The City. The second criterion was selecting
schools that expressed the intent to actively recruit PFSP students.

In the second year, the same four private schools were studied
but there were six public schools studied. To the original four CPS,
two additional City schools were added that had two of the highest
proportions of scholarship recipients and “takers”: 2.3 percent and
3.1 percent of their enrolled students left with the PFSP. A third, one
of the original City case schools, had a substantial proportion of
“takers”: 1.2 percent. According to Armor and Peiser (1998), in Mass-
achusetts, school change resulted when in excess of 2 percent of a
school population left; thus, our second year selection of schools to
study was justified. The bulk of the interpretation in this paper (all
the data other than the senior level administrators) is based on
these schools during the second year, the year when any impacts
would likely take place.

Two intense periods of data collection characterized the first
year of the study. First senior level administrators were queried in
face-to-face interviews in late fall 1997 and early winter 1998 at the
earliest stages of the PFSP’s publicity. The second period was when
school-based researchers spent between one and three weeks in each
of the eight schools during spring 1998, with each researcher exclu-
sively focusing on the schools he/she was studying.

Between May and June 1998 four researchers spent between
one and three weeks on site in the eight schools. In year two, four
researchers carried out the same procedures but were on site for a
longer period of time, usually over four or five weeks during Win-
ter—Spring 1999. Researchers were not so intimately involved as
members of their respective school settings that they could adopt the
insider perspective on school life. One constraint was the short
period of time between the announcement of the PFSP program and
the end of the school year, which limited the duration of possible
time in the schools. Throughout the research team discussions of
spring and fall 1998, the research team worked under the assump-
tion proffered by Guba and Lincoln (1981) that they had not cap-
tured the culture of the school in all its complexities and layers;
instead the data “masquerade[d] as a whole when in fact they are
but a part—a slice of life” (377). The brief time span on-site was aug-
mented with planning meetings with principals and group debrief-
ing meetings before, during and following the data collection period.
As peripheral agents to the schools they studied, they did not
actively engage as members of the school family but instead inter-
acted closely enough to enable them to make valid meaning about
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school culture, what Adler and Adler (1994) would label a role as a
“peripheral member.”

On-site, the researchers collected several kinds of data. First,
they completed statistical profiles of each building, including demog-
raphy, curriculum descriptions, and school environment variables.
Secondly, they interviewed the principal and a sample of teachers
and parents. A limitation to interpreting the findings is the fact that
the teachers and the parents who were interviewed were those
selected by the principal.

The emphases in these interviews were on the school as it was in
the past, as it is currently, and factors that have influenced change in
the school (Spradley 1979). Semistructured interviews (Fetterman
1989) allowed the interviewers to tap into the reality of each infor-
mant in a fairly open way, but, at the same time, to stay focused on
the meaning of school life and change within it. Researchers asked
informants to address: relationships with external authorities (the
school system in public schools and churches and other authorities in
private schools); school leadership; curriculum and instructional
practices; the role of the faculty; and parents and community involve-
ment in the school.

An interpretive stance to interviewing (Rubin and Rubin 1995)
would best characterize the research team’s strategy. Actively par-
ticipating in the interview, the researchers attempted to evoke
meaning not in isolation but within a context. In other words, as
“accounts,” the researchers invited these interviews as socially
meaningful text (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). Each informant was
offered a pseudonym and almost all interviews were tape-recorded.
Transcripts were prepared. Each informant was sent his/her typed
interview transcript so that changes, if any, might be made to record
each one’s ideas and attitudes about the schools in the most valid
way. The principal selected the parents we interviewed as parents
who have “an active voice” in school matters. The interviews focused
on family characteristics and background, daily school-related activ-
ities, and parent involvement in their children’s schools. In religious
schools questions included a focus on family religious practices and
religious education. The procedures related to use of pseudonyms,
audio taping, returning transcripts to informants for revisions, and
analysis were the same as were the procedures described for the
teacher and administrator informants.

Third, researchers conducted systematic classroom observations
as well as informal observations of school life. Lastly, they collected
a variety of documents that represented the school’s mission and
operation. Researchers kept field notes on-site that described what



190 Carolyn S. Ridenour and Edward P. St. John

they were observing and experiencing while in the schools. Each
researcher kept a reflective journal as well, a record of thoughts,
insights, and interpretations after leaving the school building, a
strategy recommended by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995).

Coding the interview transcripts and field notes began with
phrases or sections of text which the researcher identified with
labels that maintained, as much as possible, the language of the
informant. The coded “units of meaning” were sorted into categories
and resorted and integrated into themes. In other words, our intent
was to first reduce the text and then expand the text into newly
organized themes of meaning (Tesch 1990).

The Voices of Teachers and Parents

How did educators and parents in public and private respond to
changes in policy and choice opportunities? The labyrinthine complex-
ity of the choice environment increased the more we learned of the cul-
tures of these two educational settings. The voices we listened to told
of forces of change brought about by increased parental choice that
were both similar and different in public and private schools. Within
both sets of schools, for example, came evidence of withstanding the
results of highly transitory leadership. A priority in both contexts was
to find leaders that could bring “orderliness” to the schools. Establish-
ing the tenets of the competition argument for school choice rendered
moot any one-to-one comparisons (public-to-private comparisons). For
instance, resources were more plentiful in the public schools but the
private schools offered the benefits of smaller school size. (Class sizes
were no different between the public and private settings.) The public
schools offered substantial extracurricular opportunities and aids for
special needs students the private schools lacked.

With these “apples and oranges” examples as an initial back-
drop, we found that adaptations in the lives of teachers and parents
occurring within the buildings exposed a mix of current tensions.
These disclosures also included what might, in a more positive light,
be seen as signs of growth toward deeper understanding of how high
the stakes are for urban children’s success. We characterize these
complicated conditions within three dominant themes, each of which
unearths a sort of “duality”: threats to cultural coherence created by
exiting and entering students in these urban schools, dual tensions
created by standardized testing and urban family needs, and gener-
ally competing (and conflicting) attitudes toward choice that poten-
tially position parents and teachers against one another.
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Threats to Cultural Coherence
within School Buildings

Organizational clarity and systemic processes that governed
day-to-day life were more present in the private schools. The reli-
gious base of the private schools appears to provide the gate-keep-
ing anchor that the public schools lack. The administrative
structure of private schools may be less important as a conse-
quence. That is, the principal is not the only one responsible for
defining a focus. The religious purpose and mission of private
schools in some respects transcend the principal’s administrative
style. Public schools, on the other hand, showed less evidence of
organizational coherence, a dynamic perhaps similar to what Roth-
stein, Carnoy, and Benveniste (1999) reported on in their study of
public schools in California as seemingly “incoherent” operations
when compared to private schools. Unlike a private school, they
claim, a public school is “often subject to conflict . . . because it tries
to do so many things at once” (Rothstein, Carnoy, and Benveniste
1999, 5).

Cultural coherence in the religious schools might be threatened
when students come from public schools as a result of choice pro-
grams. One Rose Lane teacher expressed that dynamic by referring
both to religious aspects of the culture and children with special
needs who the school might not be equipped to serve. When asked
about what concerns teachers have,

Personally I would say . . . amongst the staff there are proba-
bly still a few children that go here that [don’t] quote unquote
comply to a philosophy. The Catholic philosophy. And . . .
you're trying to have an open door policy and cater to all
children . . . the behavior and handicapped and everything
like that. And that . . . may put some stress on some teachers
... you have to deal with it . . . to [have] the new . . . open
enrollment policy.

A parent at Hayes Hill, another Catholic school, commented on
the changes in the school as a result of “open enrollment,” and the
resulting increasing size of the school and the increasing range of
problems she perceives that has caused:

Q: Have you noticed anything that may have changed [in this
school] from a few years back?

A: The only thing they’ve done is have open enrollment.

Q: Do you think that [is] a good thing or a bad thing?
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A: T don’t think it was very good. . . . Well it’s just things my
daughter has told me. . . . They’ve got more kids in here that just
don’t listen and [they]cause problems. . . . My daughter said she’d
had a lot of stuff stolen from her in the last couple years.

Q: She’d never had that [happen before]?

A: Yeah, only since they had the open enrollment . . . the kids
complained a lot to me about stuff like that. I guess just ‘cause [new
students] weren’t used to it. . . . For so many years it was just mostly
Catholics here and then they had the open enrollment. And, . . .it’sa
little bit more crowded now than what it used to be.”

One private school principal remarked about the change in
school size and school culture:

Our non-Catholic population might go up a bit as it did in
the past when we . . . made a real concerted effort to bring in
lots of students. . . . I think that was our biggest change
because we went from a hundred and seventy kids to two
hundred and thirty-five, in one year. And we weren’t pre-
pared for that many kids. . . . We got some kids who had not
been used to a smaller, quieter school. . .. I don’t think they
knew how to act . . . and they . . . didn’t understand that
these are your friends here, you don’t have to . . . put on a
show. . . . They’'d “shout” that you [the teacher] didn’t care.
And now we do more screening in the beginning . . . [when
students apply.]

Catholic schools are experiencing increasing pressure to strengthen
Catholic identity in this era of diminishing numbers of vowed reli-
gious on their staffs. Increasing diversity of students, as a result of
choice, exacerbate that identity problem while lessening the problem
of economic survival of these schools, especially in urban neighbor-
hoods. Added enrollments were increasing school sizes, exacerbating
the struggle to maintain coherence. Several teachers at private
schools were concerned that the weakening emphasis on religious
identity was occurring at the same time that parents of new stu-
dents were beginning to object to school policies about orderliness
and discipline. In the Christian schools, too, teachers were con-
cerned about a weakening school mission. For example some teach-
ers were questioning the conviction of PFSP parents who signed the
obligatory faith statements perhaps, they mused, only to assure
their children’s admission. In addition to these suspicions, one
teacher remarked that students transferring into the school brought
“bad habits that are ignored in public school settings.”
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The extent to which teachers in the daily life of the private
schools are able to meet the needs of both larger numbers of stu-
dents as well as students from more diverse backgrounds is reflec-
tive of their adaptability. Likewise, public school teachers faced not
totally dissimilar challenges—primarily from testing and family
needs in a rapidly changing cultural milieu.

Pressures from Standardized Testing and Distinctive Needs
of Many Urban Families

Urban public schools face daily pressure from a range of
sources. Market competition might only exacerbate pressures on
these same schools that already are facing transitory families,
densely populated impoverished neighborhoods, and a declining tax
base. Two dominant sources of stress were thematic from the voices
of those with whom we talked in the schools: growing emphases on
mandated state tests and the unique needs of urban families. In
some sense meeting one of these needs might diminish the likeli-
hood of meeting the other; in other words, addressing the first pulls
resources away from addressing the second. Furthermore, condi-
tions under which families attempt to best provide for their chil-
dren can often work against their children’s likely success on these
mandated tests.

A first-grade teacher at Embassy School expressed a sentiment
echoed by many teachers when she described the strong emphasis
on higher state test scores:

I've known a lot [of the teachers] for the sixteen years that
I've been here and . . . it seems to me like everybody’s trying
to do their best and to do their job and to get the children to
pass these [state] tests which is our basic goal, I guess you
know. It seems like that one little goal . . . one test . . . why
one test to put all this emphasis on one test. . . . I don’t know.
I think everybody’s [feeling] an awful lot of pressure. I think
teachers [say to themselves] ‘Will we pass this [state] test?’
and that’s the thing that’s . . . in your mind the whole year.”
She described the pressure as a first-grade teacher because
the “off year” [state] tests are becoming as important as
those that the state system requires.

Increasing weight on mandated state tests interacts with some
urban family situations, according to this same teacher, to create a
detrimental impact on school improvement. Ironically, even when
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teaching innovations are successful, families’ circumstances can
override that success. When a family moves children from one school
to another, monitoring children’s progress is almost impossible. Mrs.
Evans spoke despairingly of successful outcomes she and another
teacher had with reducing the number of objectives in reading in
their direct-instruction classrooms, an effort to improve the instruc-
tional focus to ultimately glean higher test scores. Not only were she
and her partner unable to account for individual student learning
progress, they were prevented from showing evaluative evidence of
positive program outcomes.

I think this [has] worked . . . a lot with this direct instruc-
tion . . . it goes very slow[ly] but what it does go over, they
really do learn. . . . We just have everybody do it. . . . Well,
I'll tell you the unfortunate thing about it is [after welfirst
taught . . . we haven’t been able to track our kids. They’ve
been going to different schools; and that [is] really, really
bad. We have not been able to track the children that have
started in kindergarten and have gone. We have a very few
that are left. . . . And then people think that it’s not work-
ing and that’s really not the case. We haven’t been able to
keep track of the children.

In addition to the theme of state tests pressures, a second dom-
inant theme emerged from the distinctive needs frequently sur-
rounding urban families. At Walton School one teacher responded to
questions about factors that inhibit parent interaction with the
school by saying, “Well, I think . . . first of all that some of our stu-
dents live very far away. . . . And I'm not sure all the parents have
access to getting, to a way of getting here.” At Embassy School, too,
a parent remarked on transportation difficulties facing parents:

I think that that’s part of the parental problem is the busing.
Because, you know, we do have parents who don’t have a
way to get here and they’re not motivated enough to know
that they could take the city bus but if we were a neighbor-
hood school they would be in walking distance they could
just, you know, walk out their front door and get here.”

Parents at Frazer School told a story of another family, their former
“next-door neighbors:

I don’t think it’s a lack of choice. . . . One of our next-door
neighbors, we used to have a rental unit, she rented from
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us. She had two kids in City Public Schools. She’s a single
mom struggling hard to get on her feet. Okay? Her kids
were right at that age level where they were too young to be
home. But, you know, school choice allowed her to send
them to Anderson School . . . which was for her a better
option for them because it’s a little more, uh, structured.
Making her way through the school system was the biggest
problem. It wasn’t, she had her kids in the kind of school
she wanted them to. But conferences were always during
work hours, you know. She was constantly getting called in
or talked to during times when she needed to be at work.
She had a fragile enough work history to begin with. The
school system itself does not adjust to the needs of working
families. It just doesn’t.

These same parents had the attitude that choice challenges
urban families by confronting them with complex circumstances to
exercise their choice:

....make a lot more simple. Like to register for the magnet
program, the magnet lottery, you have to go over to [the cen-
tral administration building] during their work hours. . . . So
if you work eight to five and you don’t have any flexibility in
it, what are you going to do? . . . you can’t just mail this stuff
in. And it happens almost a year before the child actually
attends. . . . [CPS] is not accommodating families’ needs and
not trying very hard to, you know, help adjust for the, the
problems. Those who can scratch their way to the top get
there.”

Thus, choice complicates the urban school environment—without
a resulting simple yes-no answer as to its whether its effects are posi-
tive or not. Families and teachers both face, at times, insurmountable
obstacles in meeting the learning needs of students, particularly high
stakes testing. Families face hurdles in gaining easy access to the
schools their children attend, and parents face demands other than
schooling demands to successfully parent their children. Explaining
the complicated factors that might lead families, for example, to enroll
their children in a new school only to, a year later, return to the origi-
nal school might be grounded in the multiple and complicated
demands these families face.

Choosing from the magnet schools internal to the district was
quite a different dynamic than was participating in the PFSP. What
is complicated about drawing inferences from these dynamics is the
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fact that parents were making, at best, an indirect choice, at least
insofar as the PFSP was concerned. Parents were not participating
in a process to directly choose a school. They were participating in
registering for a lottery. A large proportion of parents, then, were
participating in a process that would never lead to the opportunity
to choose a school. And they recognized that during the process. If
selected, by chance, from the pool of applicants, then parents made
their choice, often for a school that was unavailable. Furthermore,
the voucher was insufficient to cover the total costs of private school
tuition, in most cases.

Parents and Teachers Hold Opposing Views on Choice

The competition theory underlying certain views of school choice
presents the image of winners and losers, an adversarial montage.
Similarly, teachers’ voices defended an antichoice sentiment that
matched the pro-choice feelings from parents, according to our inter-
views. We heard language that suggested that growing market
forces in The City were shaping not only the realities of these two
constituencies, but were instructive about the different ways of
knowing about schools that the two groups employed. While not
exhaustive of our data, but strongly thematic, was the fact that
teachers experienced a feeling of threat and fear and parents expe-
rienced confusion and empowerment. Such disparate realities might
restrain their ability to collaborate in the best interests of children
they hold in common trust.

Several teachers and parents expressed sentiments that were
shared by the bulk of informants. A teacher at Johnson School, for
instance, responded to queries about what she expected PFSP might
portend with what we referred to earlier as “skimming.” And, the
very fact that one of the elementary schools (not in our study) with
the highest level of state tests scores had the one of the highest per-
centages of parents applying for the PFSP bears out this fear. Of
even deeper interest, moreover, was this teacher’s frustration, as a
Montessori-trained teacher, that the exclusively public-to-private
choice being exercised in the PFSP might inadvertently persuade
others that Montessori instruction is undesirable. In other words,
the choice bias favors the private schools not the public Montessori
schools. She said:

Idon’t like it . . . not because I think public schools are better
but what you're going to get is every parent in the world is
going to want to send their kids to this private school. And
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those private schools are going [to] pick and choose who they
want. And the . . . severe behavior problem kids are going to
come here and they’ll be stuck in the public school system.
And then they’re going to start going after [us with questions
like why] can’t you teach them . .. I don’t think it’s fair that
the cream of the crop go to a specific school . . . my classroom
works well because I've got kids who . . . work from kinder-
garten [and] four DH students all the way up [to] a first
grader who reads at a sixth grade level. You know . . . class-
rooms like that work. They do work. My kids help each other
all the time. . . . If you just take the cream of the crop, you
put them into a private school, I don’t think you’re going to
get the type of cooperation that you get here.

Mr. Fritz, a teacher at Frazer School, reflected on teachers’
fears about choice when he remarked, “I feel that, you know, it is
always so aggravating that they always try to put it on the teacher.
We are the scapegoats . . . for everything that’s happening in society.
Education. It’s the quality of education. . . .” To the researcher’s fol-
lowing inquiry as to whether teachers were worried about the char-
ter schools and the voucher program, Mr. Fritz continued, “I think
we were last year. I think all the teachers were more worried. They
talked about it a lot. More last year. We haven’t heard more favor-
able comments about [the new charter school] . . . and . .. friends of
ours who work there aren’t saying [whether] they’re getting the dis-
cipline problems.”

A parent at Frazer School, the public Montessori setting, came
from another public school district north of The City. Not a PFSP
recipient, she had exercised a different type of choice in that she paid
cross-district tuition to remove her son from a private preschool and
enroll him at Frazer. Her motivation demonstrates the niche that
Frazer provides within the changing market. She remarked,
“Because I live out of the [CPS] District the price that I pay for the
public compared to the private school is almost the same. I know I'm
unique. I would love [if that scholarship was available for the public
school].” This mother described her local options as unsatisfactory.
The limited time her son would be in school would require supple-
mental day care arrangements. . . .” [It] would cost more money for
me to send him to that particular school and only have three hours
of academic . . . because you have to include lunch . . . I didn’t like
that, not one bit. And it’s based on your income so, to me, this one
here [Frazer] is not based on your income.” Her preschool-aged son
fit well into the youngest levels at Frazer School, an option in CPS
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that even more completely met her needs, she said, because it is a
year-round school.

Thus, the positionalities of families and teachers are quite dif-
ferent, leading them to draw conclusions about school choice from
different value structures and sets of assumptions. Although par-
ents might celebrate the empowerment choice seems to provide,
teachers seemed be equally disempowered with the spectacle of
unstable enrollments. The potential presented by the PFSP was
different than the implementation of the PFSP. Although parents
might initially hope for attractive options for their children, they
might find daunting the reality of the process for realizing that
option. Strong identity within a school community might exacer-
bate the conflicting views of parents and teachers. One principal
with whom we spoke literally guaranteed that no matter what
amount of money parents whose children attended her school were
offered, and no matter what the level of state test scores were,
parents would not leave because they so strongly identified with
the school.

Understanding the Underlying Forces in School
Communities

The complexity of the change process within school buildings
overwhelms simple explanations offered by traditional arguments
about school choice. Although the structural argument about skim-
ming is echoed in the voices of educators, this perspective overlooks
the complexities facing teachers in public schools. In particular, the
heavy emphasis on testing—and the common response of aligning
curriculum—constrains the capacity of public school teachers who
attempt to innovate, to educate in ways consonant with their new
missions or to respond to the very real needs of their students. This
argument, as articulated by teachers, often overlooks the fact that
much of the new competition comes from within the public system.

And, although parents seemed to value the prospect of making
school choices, a position aligned with market arguments, many were
not happy with the realities of the new choice environment. Parents
in public schools experience the public school choice process as com-
plex and time consuming, whereas parents who considered or made
private school choices realized that they really had few options for
their children. Further, the extent of discernable improvement was
constrained by the complexities of testing in public schools and the
slowness to respond to new clientele in private schools. Thus,
whereas the PFSP students who actually changed schools may have
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realized a slightly better learning environment, as measured by stan-
dardized test scores, students who were already enrolled may not
have experience changes that improved their learning opportunities.

Finally, the choice perspective provides an explanation for what
happened, but the explanation it provides may not satisfy either the
opponents or advocates of choice schemes:

e Family choices were constrained by the circumstances of
urban schools. Parents voice real concerns about the con-
straints of their choices and the complexities of changing
schools in the public system. The structural conditions
that constrained choice opportunities for urban families
include an unwillingness of some public and private
schools to admit PFSP students and the complexities of
introducing choice into a public system.

¢ Innovation in public schools was constrained by the high
emphasis on testing and curriculum alignment. Although
public school administrators were emphasizing new edu-
cational strategies that promoted choice, the constraints
of school reform imposed by the new testing environment
limited opportunities for teachers to move toward these
new goals. Early studies of the outcomes of charter
schools suggest that teachers free from prior constraints
of their practice might still fall back on proven pedagogi-
cal practice due to high stakes testing in these schools
(Lasley et al. 1999).

¢ The quality of education for previously enrolled students in
the private schools that responded to the PFSP was some-
what constrained by the complexities created by bringing
high-need students into these schools. The critics of
voucher schemes that include private schools argue that
private schools will exclude students with extreme learn-
ing needs. They may overlook the fact that private schools
are changed by the levels of need voucher students bring to
those schools. Yet proponents of these programs tend to
overlook that the quality of education for students who
were already enrolled—as measured by class size, shared
values, and time on task—can be influenced by these
developments. For example, one recent study found the
Catholic schools placed an emphasis on evangelization
when a large number of private scholarship students
entered Catholic schools (Watras and St. John 1998).
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These observations support the idea that it is important to view
the circumstances that constrain or enable educators and parents to
make educational choices. They also reveal that implementing school
choice into urban schools introduces new complexities that are over-
looked by the rationales currently being used by the proponents and
opponents of private school choice. At the very least, there is a clear
need for more studies that systematically examine the ways teachers
and parents respond to choice schemes within schools.

Conclusions

The study has examined the experiences of teachers and par-
ents in public and private schools in an urban community while pri-
vate scholarships were implemented. The findings indicate that
while the educational systems adapted relatively rapidly to the new
context (St. John and Ridenour 2000), the new environment creates
new challenges for educators. Below we explore the implications of
this research from the two interpretive lenses—innovation as out-
come, and reproduction as outcome—and also consider the practical
implications of this inquiry.

Reinterpreting the Impact of Choice

Although this study provides apparently contradictory evidence
relative to the two interpretive frames outlined earlier, using the two
lenses helps untangle further the implications of the movement
toward private schools choice in urban settings.

On the one hand, the desire from cross-generation uplift on the
part of parents of urban school children is strong. Indeed, these
interviews capture parent attitudes that are deeply preferential
toward having a choice. In fact, differences in the value placed on
choice are the more evident differences in attitudes between teach-
ers and parents. This value would seem to favor cross-generation
gains in attainment and would seem to be supported by the desire
of teachers in both public and private schools to respond to the learn-
ing needs of children. On a superficial level, these findings seem to
support the claims of proponents of choice schemes. These phenom-
ena would seem to support the new political rationale.

However, innovation at the classroom level was remarkably
constrained in both public and private schools during the first year
of this urban experiment. Innovations by teachers in public schools
were constrained by a pervasive influence of testing whereas inno-
vation was per se was not evident in private schools.
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On the other hand, arguments about cultural reproduction
would seem to explain why many of the suburban public schools and
elite private schools did not open their doors to the voucher students.
Faced with such constraints, parents may have favored having a
choice, but their actual choices were severely constrained. Having
more economic capital—in the form of a voucher—did little to
expand the range of schools these parents could choose from for their
children. Thus, we agree with McDonnough’s (1997) conclusion that
the social contexts of urban communities seem to reinforce cultural
and class reproduction.

Yet, we are struck by the extent to which parents desired better
options for their children. Clearly it would be an over simplification
to argue that class reproduction happens because of a lack of family
support. Indeed, this study reinforces other research that indicates
that parents of minority children have exceptionally high aspira-
tions for their children (St. John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997).

Thus, the politics of situated choices in urban schools are not
easily untangled. It would be too simple to argue against the value of
introducing choice schemes because the politics of schools constrain
choices by students from poor families. Rather, the opponents of
schools choice need to take the interests of parents more seriously
and find ways to improve schools to meet the educational yearnings
of parents of urban school children. At the same time, it is overly
simplistic to argue that simply providing a voucher to a poor student
enables greater attainment by school children or fosters innovation
in schools. Rather, vouchers tend to reinforce class differences and
social inequity as much as or more than they foster innovation, par-
ticularly when the vouchers cover only a portion of the expense of
attending a private school. If vouchers have any hope of expanding
opportunity for poor children in inner cities, there is a need to make
fundamental changes in the systems used to screen and admit stu-
dents in private schools, as well as in the accountability schemes
being used in public schools.

Practical Implications

First, the constraints created by public accountability systems
can limit innovation as an outcome of school choice. The urban pub-
lic educators we interviewed felt pressures to improve test scores
and these pressures increased with implementation of the scholar-
ship program. Similar pressures were not evident in private
schools, which created a form of inequity in the situations facing
teachers in the two systems. Whether this new set of incentives
actually can influence improvement in test scores in some schools
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will remain an open question. For even if test scores improve in
some of the highly impacted schools, it would be difficult to discern
the cause. Further, if the question were “has the introduction of
market forces improved learning opportunities for urban children?”
then an answer would be especially hard to ascertain. Further stud-
ies of change processes in public and private schools impacted by
PFSPs are needed to build an understanding of the consequences of
this new turn in education politics.

Second, there is more freedom to innovate in private schools than
public schools, but introducing new demand into private schools can
constrain innovation. The introduction of private scholarships pro-
vided educators with the opportunity to build communicative rela-
tionships with families, involving families in schools. The opportunity
to choose schools and to be involved in schools increased parental sat-
isfaction, but it also generated confusion among parents, and hope for
their children’s future. Educators had faced declining trends of par-
ent involvement and now were increasingly faced with parents’ need
for information and clarity, even when such needs are not expressed.
Serving new groups of students with needs they had not previously
faced challenged teachers in private schools. The fact that new ways
of organizational accountability are needed, in the face of the
demands of competition and the consequences of transitory families,
are being realized by public school teachers. Private school teachers
meanwhile try to hold on to a cultural and spiritual tradition.

Third, no common standards ground the assessment of the two
sets of schools, public and private. A dilemma (perhaps supportive of
the dynamic of skimming) rests on the fact that families, in what
was a more effective public school, showed relatively more interest
in the PFSP than did families in less effective schools. A fear that
choice schemes might be part of a trend toward the “social sorting” of
students and families (Sykes, Plank, and Arsen 2000) may not be an
unreasonable one. From the public school perspective, that choice
can serve to better the weaker schools does not seem borne out by
this first year of data. The study here is only an initial look over a
relatively short time at City schools undergoing the changes
wrought by school choice. Further examinations of these schools are
needed before firm conclusions are warranted. The fact that public
and private schools face vastly different accountability standards
seems to accentuate differences between public and private schools
and bias the results of these experiments in the favor of private
schools. Indeed, differences in these system influences could explain
the minor difference in student outcomes observed in the research of
scholarship and voucher programs.
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Chapter 9

Parental and Community Empowerment:
The Chicago Model

Kathryn Nakagawa

One of the major school-reform experiments using parent and
community involvement was created by the Chicago School Reform
Act of 1988. The Act created a number of changes to a centralized
system, among the most important being the creation of “local school
councils” (LSCs) at each of the nearly 600 public schools in Chicago.
Each LSC is comprised of six elected parents, two elected community
members, two teachers, the principal, and, at high schools, one stu-
dent representative. The LSCs were given much more authority
than had ever been tried with other attempts at local control. In the
1988 Act, the LSCs were given responsibility for hiring and firing
principals, designing and approving budgets (particularly oversee-
ing discretionary funds), and creating local school improvement
plans (Hess 1991).

Many proponents and observers of the Chicago school reform
lauded it as a historically significant reform (e.g., Elmore 1991; Fine
1995), as seen in its description by Katz, Fine, and Simon (1997):

Reform represented a historic achievement—the most radi-
cal restructuring of an urban school system and its relation
to its communities in a century. Reformers in the city had
created an unprecedented multiracial, cross-class coalition
dedicated to school improvement through democracy. (132)

It is not an overstatement to note that the overriding discourse of
the Chicago school reform was one marking it as a momentous change
in school policy. This discourse arose both from the process through
which the reform was created and from the amount of control given to
parents and community members in the reform.

209



210 Kathryn Nakagawa

Does the Chicago reform live up to its reputation? This chapter
considers the creation of the Chicago school reform and its outcomes
thus far. In particular, the chapter asks, How did the LSCs operate,
and to what extent did parents and community members become
substantive partners in the process of school reform? Using the “crit-
ical-empirical” method, I argue that, to judge the historical signifi-
cance of this reform, it is important to understand whether and how
the primary mechanism for reform—parent and community involve-
ment—worked. To do so, I contrast the underlying theory of the
“empowered” parent/community role mandated by the Chicago
reform with the more traditional parent/community role, one of
“enablement” (Lewis and Nakagawa 1995).

Parent Empowerment versus Parent
Enablement

Parent empowerment is one way that active parent participation
is being promoted in the schools. In particular, Concha Delgado-Gai-
tan (1991) discusses parent empowerment as the key for minority
parents to have a role in the schools. In her work, she traces the
development of a group of Mexican immigrant parents in California
and how they worked together to gain an active, vocal, knowledge-
able role in the schools. Her work serves to exemplify how parents,
working separately from the school, can become empowered in their
parent role.

However in some instances a greater role for the parents, one
that should promote a more empowered role, is mandated by legis-
lation. The belief is that by bringing parents into the system and
“empowering” them with more control over how the school functions,
reform will occur. This is what the Chicago reform did. Does such a
mandated role, one that allows parents more voice in the school sys-
tem and more rights to help decide curriculum, budget, and hiring,
actually empower? With respect to parents and schools, much of the
legislation that mandates parent involvement is to make it possible
for ethnic-minority and lower income parents to have greater voice
in the school system. That is, for those groups that have been poorly
served by the public schools, parent participation is seen as crucial
to rectifying the situation. For instance, Title I requires home-school
compacts and parent involvement in schools that receive such fund-
ing (Improving America’s Schools Act 1994), and some charter school
legislation also requires a parent involvement component as part of
the school charter (Becker, Nakagawa, and Corwin 1997).
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The Chicago School Reform, based on an ideology of participa-
tory democracy, was seen as an opportunity for improving schools for
those who were least well-served. As Hess (1995) wrote, “The Chicago
School Reform Act empowered the parents of ‘at-risk’ students by giv-
ing them the opportunity to win democratic control of local school
councils governing their schools and by providing extra resources to
the schools enrolling the most low-income students” (21-22).

However, the empowerment role is difficult to encourage, in part
because traditional parent roles in the school offer few such empow-
ering decision making or governance opportunities. The typical par-
ent role might be considered an enablement role. It is one in which
the parent supports the school system with little opportunity to
influence change in how the school operates. In the enablement
model, involvement has the purpose of molding the parents to fit
school needs—equipping parents with the knowledge, skills, and
abilities to help the child do better in school (Coleman 1990). Par-
ents are not seen as involved in running the schools; instead, they
are seen as necessary resources for the schools to do their jobs ade-
quately. The activities typically associated with the enablement
model are parent education programs and school volunteer organi-
zations, activities that reinforce the controlling authority of the
school over parents (Lightfoot 1978).

Educators and school officials generally state their preference
for enablement roles, perhaps because they do not challenge their
authority. For example, in a nationwide survey done at the time
the Chicago School Reform Act was taking effect, Snider (1990)
found that more than 60 percent of teachers felt it would be valu-
able to improve communication with parents, and 60 percent
thought it was important for parents to help out in the school or
work on fund-raisers. But just 26 percent of the teachers polled
thought it would be very valuable for parents to serve on policy-
making teams, and just 18 percent felt it was important for par-
ents to be on curriculum committees. Similarly, much of the recent
push for more parent involvement in schools often requires that
parents sign contracts or home-school compacts that call for help-
ing out at the school and supporting the school’s goals at home; lit-
tle emphasis is placed on having parents involved in meaningful
school governance (Nakagawa 2000).

The tension between a traditional enablement role and an
empowerment role for parents suggests potential problems in the
Chicago school reform, although the law itself created much oppor-
tunity for change. Reformers and some observers of the reform held
high hopes for the influence that participatory democracy might
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have for improving school achievement; the next section offers a
brief history of how the hope of the Chicago school reform evolved.

The Creation and Ideology of the Chicago School
Reform Act

Katz (1995) classifies the Chicago school reform not only as a “leg-
islative act” and a “process” of reform but also as a “social movement.”
Katz writes, “As a social movement, Chicago school reform means the
mobilization of communities around the cause of educational reform,
the democratization of relations in school governance, and the revital-
ization of the public sphere” (as quoted in Katz, Fine, and Simon 1997,
121). Thus, to situate the Chicago school reform historically, he and
others consider it as part of a broader social movement in democratic
pluralism. In addition, as others have noted (Katz, Fine, and Simon
1997; Mirel 1993), Chicago’s political history makes this attempt at
democratic pluralism an especially notable feat.

Although the story of the Chicago School Reform Act is varied
(Katz, Fine, and Simon 1997), there is some agreement on the key
elements that led to this policy. Among the most important factors in
its creation were the educational summits organized by Mayor
Harold Washington, a growing body of research from community
and research organizations about the poor state of the Chicago pub-
lic schools, and the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) strike of 1987
(Bryk et al. 1998; Hess 1991; Katz, Fine, and Simon 1997; O’Connell
1991).

The history of school reform was part of a major change in
Chicago politics, beginning with the election of Chicago’s first African-
American mayor, Harold Washington, in 1983. Until Washington’s
election, Chicago was primarily characterized by a machine politics
and dominated by whites (Mirel 1993). But Washington was elected
mayor by putting together a “Black-Hispanic-liberal coalition,” with
one of its defining issues being school reform (Mirel 1993, 123). Wash-
ington understood that for the African-American population in partic-
ular—the majority group in the Chicago public schools—educational
improvement was critical. He organized multiethnic coalitions and
brought together diverse interest groups to work on changing the pub-
lic schools. Throughout Washington’s tenure, public distress with the
Chicago public schools grew. For instance, reports by community
groups such as the Chicago Panel on School Policy and Designs for
Change documented the dismal state of those schools: Just 3 percent
of high schools reported scores above the national average in reading;
nearly 50 percent of the students who started ninth grade failed to
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graduate from high school; and students at risk of dropping out were
being segregated into the worst schools (Bryk et al. 1998; Hess 1991,
1995; Niemiec and Walberg 1993).

In 1987, after the CTU strike of nineteen days (and after U.S.
Secretary of Education William Bennett called Chicago schools the
“worst in the nation”), Mayor Washington took advantage of the
resulting public outrage over education to reconvene a special edu-
cational summit group he had created in 1986. In contrast to the
earlier summit, however, the mayor now charged the summit with
proposing a means for complete school restructuring. The summit,
which included parents and community members as well as teach-
ers, business leaders, principals, administrators, and board mem-
bers, had as its goal the creation of a document that could be
submitted as legislation to the Illinois legislature. Although the
summit document was not, ultimately, the prototype for the reform
legislation, it did bring parents and community members into the
process in a systematic way.

However, a few months after the summit convened, Mayor
Washington died suddenly, creating a split in the African American
community. The new mayor, Eugene Sawyer, deemphasized educa-
tion. Sawyer was thought to be the candidate of the old-time
machine politicians, and, although he was African American, he did
not represent the multiethnic coalition that Washington had created
(Mirel 1993). Although the summit finalized its recommendations,
little happened when the document was passed on to the mayor’s
office to be translated into legislative language. By that time, it was
spring 1988, nearing the end of the state legislature’s session, and
many of the community groups that had worked on the summit
believed that their document would not reach the legislature.

Because the perception was that the mayor’s office was not
going to move toward school reform, other organizations worked
with state legislators to introduce school reform bills. One in partic-
ular was supported by a broad-based coalition of business and com-
munity organizations called the Alliance for Better Chicago Schools,
led by the community group Designs for Change. Designs for Change
had been working on its own version of school reform before the
summit, and many ideas from its document were used to create Sen-
ate Bill 1839, the precursor to the Chicago School Reform Act.

In the meantime, the Chicago Board of Education and other
groups also took reform proposals to the state legislature to be sub-
mitted as bills. The document the mayor’s summit originally created
also was submitted eventually, but it had been modified and weak-
ened by the mayor’s office and received little attention or support in
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the state legislature. Speaker of the House Michael Madigan (a leg-
islator from Chicago) convened a number of meetings in which rep-
resentatives from each of the interested parties were invited to air
their concerns over the bill. However, some parent organizations and
groups representing the African-American community felt left out of
the process (Lewis and Nakagawa 1995; Mirel 1993). Despite this,
Senate Bill 1839 was passed in July 1988 with the support of most
community coalitions, but excluding the Board of Education, the
CTU, and the Principals’ Association. Then-Illinois Governor James
Thompson used his amendatory veto power to rewrite portions of the
bill. After further negotiations involving various legislators and dif-
ferent interest groups, Senate Bill 1840 was approved by the legis-
lature and signed into law, becoming Public Act 85-1418.

Liberal ideology drove the broad democratic participation ele-
ment of the reform and old-time Saul Alinsky-style organizing
formed the basis of methods for mobilizing parents and community
members (Lewis and Nakagawa 1995). From the inception of the
Chicago reform, a liberal ideology emphasizing participatory democ-
racy through parent and community involvement was seen to be cru-
cial to its success. In a memo urging support of alternative
governance structures for school reform, Don Moore, founder of
Designs for Change and one of the architects of the Chicago reform,
marshaled “evidence concerning the effect of parent involvement on
student achievement” (Moore 1988, 1). He cited a report that stated
parents “must be involved at all levels of the school” in advocating
the idea that parents should have a role in school decision-making.
The hope was that each individual school community would take the
opportunity created by the reform to cultivate effective school prac-
tices at its school site and thus raise the level of achievement.
Reformers in Chicago believed it was necessary to mandate a major-
ity of parent and community involvement on the councils because,
historically, voluntary models had not proven successful in allowing
sufficient voice for lay members on similar councils (e.g., Malen and
Ogawa 1988). Reformers also believed that Chicago administrators
would never agree to “power-share” with parents and community
members (Hess 1991).

But parent and community control was also supported by more
conservative interests. For instance, the political and financial back-
ing of business groups was crucial to passage of the reform (Shipps
1997). Business interests ensured that greater accountability mea-
sures were put into place, that the central bureaucracy was limited,
and that no new funding was given to the schools. Conservatives
supported the reform not only because they believed that schools
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were not turning out the “workers” businesses needed (Mirel 1993)
but also because they were hoping for greater parental choice in edu-
cation. In a book coauthored by a prominent Republican, the “cure”
for the Chicago school “crisis” was elaborated

We believe we have found the cure. It requires taking control
of the schools from a remote and too-powerful bureaucracy
and returning it to principals, teachers, and local community
representatives. It requires giving the parents of students
enrolled in each school a voice in the selection of its principal
and the establishment of school policies. And it requires
allowing parents to choose which schools their children
attend. (Walberg et al. 1988, 111)

As the above quote suggests, some liberals were concerned that the
backing of conservative interests meant that the Chicago reform was
a precursor to school choice and vouchers in Chicago (Mirel 1993).
Hess (1995) discusses how both liberals and conservatives were
excited and dismayed by the reform. He points out how some liberal
writers, such as Jonathon Kozol, believed that school restructuring
reforms such as Chicago’s might improve the “efficiency” of schools
but do little to correct fundamental inequities. On the other hand,
some conservative observers such as Chester Finn believed the
reform was a radical departure from previous attempts at school
restructuring; however, Finn was also a proponent of school choice
and vouchers. Hess believes that the reform had its “roots” in the
“egalitarian and compassionate soil of the traditional liberal per-
spective” (135). But, he acknowledges that the reform itself was
“fashioned more pragmatically than ideologically” (Hess 1995, 135).
Was the reform, as Hess (1995) asks, “left-over liberalism or
neo-conservative conspiracy?” Part of the answer lies in what hap-
pened in subsequent years. The reform underwent a few constitu-
tional challenges in the first two years. Most notably, although the
original reform required that only parents vote for parent members
of the LSCs, in December 1990, this portion of the reform was
deemed unconstitutional by the Illinois Supreme Court and was
rewritten by the state legislature. The new wording allowed com-
munity members surrounding a school also to vote for the parent
members. A few years later, in 1995, in an effort to improve the
financial solvency of the schools and to get more accountability,
Mayor Richard M. Daley “covertly joined forces with the state’s
Republican leaders to revise the School Reform Act of 1988” (Lenz
1997, 1). The legislature created revisions in the Act that allowed



216 Kathryn Nakagawa

the mayor to name a chief executive officer (CEO) for the schools
and gave the mayor complete control over appointing the school
board (a five-member “super board” until 1999 and thereafter a
seven-member board with four-year terms). In turn, the CEO was
given power to remove or replace LSCs, principals, and faculty in
schools that were “failing” or found to be in “educational crisis”
(“The new law” 1995). Paul Vallas, Mayor Daley’s budget director,
was named as CEQ. Vallas implemented many new programs and
policies, most notably a strict accountability system that put the
“failing” schools with low test scores on probation and retention of
students who did not meet grade level math and reading test scores
(Lenz 1997).

For the LSCs, although the initial powers were not substan-
tially changed, neither were new resources put into better training
or support of their work. The emphasis shifted from participatory
democracy as a mechanism for school reform to accountability and
testing as a means of reform. “Phase II” of the reform did not result
in a voucher plan, as some were concerned would happen. But the
process by which it was fashioned, the parties who were involved,
and the greater emphasis on accountability mark this reform as in
line with more conservative, rather than liberal, interests. The
LSCs still existed, but in the absence of city leadership that
believed in the power of parent and community empowerment, with
growing deficits in educational funding, and without immediate
improvements in student achievement, participatory democracy as
a means of change faded.

Assessing the Reform:
Achievement and Democratic Participation

The main goal of the Chicago reform was to raise student
achievement. And in the original Chicago School Reform Act the
means by which this goal was to be achieved was by allowing more
parent and community involvement into the school system. In terms
of achievement, the reform stated:

First priority should be given to . . . assuring that students
achieve proficiency in reading, writing, mathematics and
higher order thinking that equals or surpasses national
norms; assuring that students attend school regularly and
graduate from high school at rates that equal or surpass
national norms. (34-101)
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The Chicago reform also clearly explained how this priority would
be met:

The General Assembly intends to make the individual local
school the essential unit for educational governance and
improvement and to establish a process for placing the pri-
mary responsibility for school governance and improvement
in furtherance of such goals in the hands of parents, com-
munity residents, teachers, and the school principal at the
school level. (26)

Although reformers and early observers of the reform expected
participatory democracy to result in great changes in student
achievement and in school operations, the empirical link between
parent and community empowerment and school improvement was
not strong. The reform was established to allow for greater parent
and community control, but this involvement was to be an instru-
ment for higher student achievement. As with parent involvement in
an enablement model, parents in the Chicago school reform were
being used to meet the needs of the school. In order to assess the
reform, it is important to look at whether the “first priority” of
increased student achievement was reached and, secondarily, if
changes in participatory democracy occurred and were related to
improved achievement.

Student achievement. On this goal, as might be expected, the
results are mixed. An early assessment of achievement by Niemiec
and Walberg (1993) found that, over the first three years of reform,
the percentage of students scoring at or above the national norms in
reading and math declined. For instance, across elementary schools,
the average percentage of students scoring at or above the national
norm in reading for the 1989-90 school year was 23.4 percent; in
1991-92, it had fallen to 22.6 percent. Similarly, in mathematics, the
rate went from 31.5 percent in 1989-90 to 29.2 percent in 1991-92.

However, subsequent data showed that rates began to climb
after that. Hess (1999) reported that, for grades three through eight,
the average percentage of students scoring at or above national
norms in reading rose from 26.8 percent in 1992-93 to 34.7 percent
in 1997-98. The average percentage of students scoring at or above
national norms in mathematics showed a similar increase, from 25.4
percent in 1992-93 to 39.6 percent in 1997-98. In high school, per-
centages of students scoring at or above national norms generally
declined in reading and improved in mathematics. Although the
increases are encouraging, it should be noted that, ten years into the
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reform, more than 60 percent of students across grades still score
below the national norms on reading and mathematics.

Graduation and drop-out rates also showed mixed results.
Niemiec and Walberg (1993) reported that, three years into reform,
graduation rates had decreased from 47 percent in 1989-90 to 43.7
percent in 1991-92. The annual drop-out rate (the percentage of
students who started in the first week of school but left during the
year) was at about 13.2 percent for each year. Drop-out rates in more
recent years rose slightly to between 15 percent to 17 percent, and a
1998 report found that more than 40 percent of students who began
ninth grade had dropped out of the system four years later (Catalyst
2000). Clearly, achievement and enrollment data demonstrate that
the reform has a long way to go before reaching its goal.

Improving participatory democracy. As others have stated (Bryk
et al. 1998; Hess 1995; Mirel 1993), this was not a community con-
trol initiative as had been tried in the 1960s in New York. This was
a restructuring that attempted to put control of the local schools
directly into the hands of those closest to the school: the parents,
community members, and teachers at the school site. The ideology
behind this portion of the reform was one of participatory democracy
at the local school site, what Bryk and his colleagues termed demo-
cratic localism.

One way of assessing the success of the reform on this point is to
look at involvement in the process of electing individuals to the
LSCs. The first LSC election did generate a good deal of involvement
from parents. Held in October 1989, more than 17,256 individuals
ran for the LSCs, with 9,500 parents running for the approximately
3,200 LSC parent positions (Designs for Change 1989). The average
school had eighteen parents running for the six parent positions.
Schools with a higher percentage of low-income students had
slightly fewer parent candidates than did schools with lower num-
bers of low-income students (e.g., schools with 99% to 100% low-
income students had an average of seventeen parent candidates,
whereas schools with fewer than 39% low-income students had an
average of twenty candidates). A study by the Chicago Urban League
(Lewis and Taylor 1990) reported similar results.

Other findings from both the Designs for Change report and the
Chicago Urban League study showed that schools with a higher per-
centage of Latino/a students tended to have fewer candidates than
did other schools. Schools with higher percentages of African-Amer-
ican parents had more candidates overall than did schools with
higher percentages of whites or Latino/as. Although schools with a
greater African-American population had the most candidates, the
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Chicago Urban League study found that those schools also had the
lowest voter turnout (Lewis and Taylor 1990). More white parents
won seats than would have been expected based on the racial
makeup of the schools. In the first election, 55 percent of parent LSC
members were African American, 20 percent were white, 23 percent
were Latino/a, and 20 percent were Other (Designs for Change 1989;
Lewis and Taylor 1990).

Subsequent elections did not have the level of interest gener-
ated by the first LSC election. The second election, held in 1991, had
about 8,200 parents, teachers, and community members running for
the 5,400 open seats on the councils (Bradley 1991). Later elections
in 1993 and 1996 each had fewer than 8,000 individuals running for
open seats; about 60 percent were parents (“Local School Council
Elections” 1996).

In terms of the running of the LSCs, the Chicago Panel on Pub-
lic School Policy studied participation at LSC meetings for twelve
different schools (Easton et al. 1990). In the first year of reform,
they found that of all LSC members, parents (not including the
chairperson, who was also a parent) were the least likely to speak
in meetings. However, case studies of schools (Rollow and Bennett
1996; Yanguas and Rollow 1996) demonstrate that changing tradi-
tional patterns of interaction between school personnel and parents
was a slow process. Five years into the reform parents were better
at working with principals and were better able to effectively voice
their positions.

Bryk and his colleagues (1998), in a broad study looking at the
“lower-performing” elementary schools in the Chicago (86% of all
schools fit into this group) and at longitudinal case studies of
twenty-two schools echoed these results. Four years into the reform
they estimated that about one-third of schools were “actively
restructuring,” another third were undertaking some moderate
restructuring, and another third had little changed. They identified
four different types of school politics: adversarial, consolidated prin-
cipal power, strong democracy, and mixed. The third of the schools
that were actively restructuring and seemed to be improving were
those with strong democracy and “balanced” governance (Eason and
Storey 1994). However, between 37 and 44 percent of the schools
were classified as having consolidated principal power and were
sites where “LSCs were likely to be inactive” (84). Thus, Bryk and
his colleagues demonstrated some relationship between participa-
tory democracy and school improvement. They were impressed with
the results they saw in the strong democracy schools, despite few
external supports for training.
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Hess (1999) also looked closely at the workings of fourteen LSCs
and linked the work that they did with achievement changes. Hess
found that about a third of the schools in his study also demon-
strated balanced governance but he found less of a relationship
between the governance type and school improvement. Although
Hess (1999) believed that LSCs served as an important “public focal
point” for evaluating principals’ work and the school improvement
process, his conclusion was more nuanced:

If what reformers were expecting to see was LSCs actively
leading the drive to reform individual schools through
LSC-generated proposals, active committee investigation
of alternatives, and adoption of directions that would be
implemented by school staffs, then the picture of reform in
Chicago schools falls short in most schools that we studied.
(80)

In sum, it seems that the LSCs generated more initial public inter-
est and activity in school reform. It appears, however, that generating
sustained school improvement and interest through participatory
democracy is more elusive.

Achievement or democracy? As the above literature suggests,
neither the goal of improved student achievement nor the goal of
democracy was clearly reached. Although there were some initial
gains in student achievement, the overall picture is little improve-
ment in student outcomes. Similarly, despite the fact that more par-
ents and community members became involved in the schools, the
involvement was not clearly sustained, nor did it fundamentally
change the way most schools operated. Finally, although Bryk and
his colleagues (1998) established some connection between those
schools with stronger democracy/participation and increased school
achievement, this was prior to “Phase II” of the Chicago School
Reform. The new emphasis on oversight and accountability through
testing establishes an environment where local control is less impor-
tant than meeting centralized requirements.

Perhaps the problem is that goals of achievement are difficult to
reach through democratic means. As some researchers have docu-
mented, the local school councils (the heart of the participatory
democracy process) were messy (Easton and Storey 1994; Lewis and
Nakagawa 1995). Parents fought with other parents, they disagreed
with the principal and teachers, or they did not have enough train-
ing or resources to make important decisions about how the schools
should change. In Chicago, democracy did not result in quick
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changes to student outcomes, making it more difficult to believe in
its power to change the schools. Furthermore, the traditional enable-
ment roles parents play in the schools are hard to dismiss. Such
roles do not threaten the authority of principals and teachers, and
they bring parents into the schools in already sanctioned ways. And,
as Lewis and Nakagawa (1995) found, many Chicago parents felt
much more comfortable with a supportive school role and found it
difficult to change the ways they interacted with the school even
with the new authority they gained through the reform. Ultimately,
the Phase II changes in the Chicago school reform seem to have
facilitated the enablement role of parent involvement—it renewed
the importance of professional authority and principal and teacher
training, it provided no additional resources for helping parents to
become empowered in their governance roles, and it clearly made
parent and community involvement instrumental to the goal of
achievement.

Conclusion: Unintended Consequences

The Chicago school reform has a reputation as the most “radical
educational experiment in the United States” (Niemiec and Walberg
1993, 1), “one of the most dramatic restructuring initiatives ever
undertaken in American education” (Mirel 1993, 116), and “a novel
and far-reaching educational reform” (Elmore 1991, vii). Living up to
that reputation cannot be easy. And yet it is precisely this discourse,
one that marked the Chicago school reform experiment as historical
prior to any outcomes, that is one important element in understand-
ing this reform:

Embodied in Chicago school reform is a very democratic
ideal. It is the democracy of shared responsibility that
makes, in part, the reform experiment so attractive and
uniquely American. In a modern republic, instances of par-
ticipatory decision making among the electorate are rare. It
appears that no one wants the reform to fail. (Niemiec and
Walberg 1993, 103)

In some ways, the Chicago school reform lives up to its “historic”
reputation. Especially in terms of the process by which it came
about, it created unique coalitions of different classes and ethnici-
ties, community members and businesses, interests both liberal and
conservative. But, some ten years after the passage of the original
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reform, the evaluations of student achievement, even by those who
were strong champions of the reform, remain mixed. Many point to
the need for greater teacher training and professionalization as key,
as Bryk and his colleagues (1998) concluded

We are convinced that the Chicago Public Schools will not
become fundamentally better over the long term unless
greater professionalization occurs. Marginal changes can be
effected in other ways, but the deep changes required to
reach “world class standards for all” remain unlikely. (307)

The broad democratic participation and empowerment that also
marked the Chicago school reform as historical show similarly
mixed results. The reform has helped to draw more individuals into
active participation in the schools, but this empowerment process
has been limited in its success. Often, typical patterns of control and
power are difficult to change because they are inherent to both the
practices and history of the institution and the makeup of the indi-
vidual (Bourdieu 1981). To embrace the empowerment role, Chicago
parents and community members had to move beyond the tradi-
tional enablement positions in the school and the concomitant expec-
tations for how they should act. But this is not easy, given that it is
often in the schools’ and the parents’ best interest to work in enable-
ment positions. Lareau (1989) illustrated that although teachers
may state that they want a “partnership” with parents, they fre-
quently desire involvement in very specified ways, ways that are not
equal to a partnership model. Furthermore, Lareau found that those
parents who did what the school asked received better support for
their children. This is one way the conventional, customary rela-
tionship between parents and schools is reinforced and reproduced,
and one reason it may be difficult to mandate an empowerment role,
as was done in Chicago.

Commentaries by Epstein (1993) and Wasley (1993) point out
that what parents often desire most is more information and more
communication. To the extent that reforms like Chicago’s open up
the possibilities for such improvements, they should be commended.
However, the original legislation and the 1995 amendments pro-
vided few means of cultivating parental and community authority
and voice; it appeared the reform was more likely to “enable” parents
and community members rather than “empower” them. The possi-
bility of radical changes through reforms like Chicago’s are directly
tied to the reforming of the relationship between parents, commu-
nity members, and the school. As Bryk and his colleagues (1998)
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demonstrated, such changes occurred in fewer than half the schools
in their study. And, in looking closely at the functioning of LSCs in
fourteen schools, Hess (1999) found that few LSCs were truly active
in reforming their schools.

The Chicago reform created the opportunity for parents to gain
authority in the schools by mandating a majority of parent members
on each LSC and allowing them decision-making power on substan-
tial school issues. But in order to use this authority and become
empowered, parents needed to establish authority with other mem-
bers of the LSC, particularly the school personnel, and with other
members of the general school community, such as parents. The
question of how parents may establish their authority in school gov-
ernance councils is crucial.

Lightfoot (1978) uses Weber’s categories of “positional author-
ity” and “personal authority” in considering how teachers gain legit-
imacy and respect with parents and students. Lightfoot states that a
teacher may maintain authority either by virtue of “the structure
she represents,” that is, “the socially recognized position she holds
(positional authority)” or through her own “individual qualities of
expertise, charisma, and personality (personal authority)” (30).
Teachers who are less competent will depend on institutional sup-
port (positional authority), rather than personal talents (personal
authority), for their power. For the parents on the local school coun-
cils, the school reform law endowed them with some “positional
authority” as elected representatives of the school community and
through mandated duties on the councils. But it seems positional
authority was not enough to change how parents, teachers, and
principals interacted. Personal authority, which comes from experi-
ence and knowledge, were hard to come by. Often, parents were
given neither the time nor the support to establish this personal
authority (Lewis and Nakagawa 1995).

The process of empowerment takes time, as other researchers
have documented. For instance, St. John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes
(1997) found that parents were welcomed and empowered only after
the entire school staff changed their way of thinking. Rather than
utilizing parent involvement as a means of reaching their own goals
(as with enablement roles), principals and teachers had to recognize
parents as partners in the process of school change. Furthermore,
teachers needed to feel a sense of power and control over their own
practices in order to welcome parents into the school. The Chicago
school reform, although creating a potential environment for
empowerment, did little to facilitate a change in principal and
teacher thinking. The overarching goal of student improvement also
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necessarily made parent and community involvement instrumental
to many school and administration decisions, more of an enablement
kind of involvement than empowerment.

As St. John and his colleagues’ work indicates, true empower-
ment roles for parents and community members might be better
established in a number of ways: through the emphasis on partner-
ship and egalitarian roles in the school (e.g., Epstein 1987, 1993; St.
John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997) or by establishing a parent
context for involvement separate from the school environment (Del-
gado-Gaitan 1991). Epstein’s work demonstrates how to create family-
school partnerships that acknowledge the strengths and capabilities
in both institutions and that change the ways in which they interact.
She and her colleagues use a model of “overlapping” responsibilities
between families and schools to detail the various ways in which fam-
ily-school partnerships can be built and maintained. St. John and his
colleagues find that empowerment necessitates “rethinking the mean-
ing of leadership” and suggests a process for how parents, teachers,
and principals can engage in such work. Alternatively, Delgado-Gai-
tan describes an instance of empowerment established by parents and
community members, not by schools or reformers or legislators. The
Latino parents in her study organized a parent group outside of school
and then were able to cooperate with the school in terms of what the
parents expected, not what the school expected. In the end, the school
had to change its expectations for how parents could and should be
involved. The work of these researchers offer other models of empow-
erment that would fundamentally change parent-school relationships
and reform schools.

In Chicago-type reforms, however, will policies based on an
assumption of empowerment-through-governance ultimately result in
radical reform in the schools or in the lives of parents and children? In
an earlier experiment in “egalitarian” means of governance, Gruber
and Trickett (1987) outlined many roadblocks to empowerment at an
organizational level. In their study, a policy council—composed of
equal numbers of parents, students, and teachers—performed school
governance. Gruber and Trickett specifically studied empowerment or,
as they defined it, “how much decision-making power people actually
wield in an organization” (354). They found that parents had very lit-
tle decision-making power because of inherent inequities: “inequality
of knowledge, expertise, and access to policy implementation” (360).
The inequalities, combined with the organizational difficulties of try-
ing to establish and maintain the new governance structure, resulted
in teacher control. Gruber and Trickett found that the power structure
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changed very little, and the policy-making council eventually was
viewed as having little importance in the school governance process.

Finally, although parent involvement is thought to be important
for all children, it is often used as a policy mechanism for change
only in areas where there is a large population of lower income
minority families, and often in place of other policy supports for
changing schools. Confronting the “economic inequalities in our
cities” that militate against the availability of resources and main-
tain the lack of opportunity in “job creation, housing, [and] health
care,” Apple (1993) centered “realistically on the question of whether
more local control of schools, finance, and curricula can compensate
for these conditions” (39). Apple’s work helps us to understand some
of the potential unintended consequences of reforms like Chicago’s,
ones where democratic ideals are championed without balancing
these with basic economic needs of families. Are we setting lower
income families up for further failure in the schools? And will that
failure spell the end for serious attempts at empowered parent par-
ticipation? Writing a few years after the creation of the Chicago
school reform, Apple (1993) cautioned:

The Chicago experiment can also serve less progressive pur-
poses and may indeed lead later on to greater power being
given to the conservative alliance. It can cause splits within
communities at the school level, pitting one group against
another unless we are very cautious. (39)

Although community splits at the school level were not widespread,
in some ways the reform did lead to more power for conservative
purposes. The 1995 amendments gave greater control over the
schools to the mayor, downplaying the importance of participatory
democracy, democratic interests, and broad-based coalitions.

There are stories of “successful” LSCs that suggest that policies
like Chicago’s at least create the hope for change. However, such
hope may be based on faulty assumptions about the relationship
between parents and schools as well as flawed notions on how power
and authority can be redistributed. The Chicago school reform, as a
grand experiment in hope, offers a unique instance of participatory
democracy put to the test. However, as Morone (1990) stated in his
book The Democratic Wish, the conviction that “somehow, power can
be taken away from the state and restored directly to the people. . ..
That ideal may be the most important false hope in American
history” (30). What the Chicago school reform demonstrates is that
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even when some power is restored to the people, that power may not
result in intended outcomes. Rather than having participatory
democracy used in pursuit of achievement-oriented goals, participa-
tory democracy is important enough to be pursued as a goal in and
of itself.
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Chapter 10

Joint Ventures Between Public Schools and
City Government: Implications for
Community Development

Louis F. Mirén

School districts located in major urban centers throughout the
United States appear to suffer from chronic underachievement.
Although schools are expected to serve multiple functions ranging
from implementing a curriculum aligned with state frameworks to
providing after school care, they nonetheless elicit criticism when
students do poorly on standardized achievement tests. Society holds
schools and school districts accountable for academic achievement
while also tending to blame principals and teachers for a variety of
social ills when performance lags. These ills include unemployment,
violent crime, and the lack of moral values owing to a curriculum and
academic standards that are widely perceived as lacking discipline
and high expectations. Implicitly, the wider society seems to extend
the perceived failure in academic achievement with the public school
sector to rampant social problems in the inner cities (Mirén 1996).

It is small wonder, then, that the mayors of large urban school
districts have increasingly joined the national chorus for educational
reform. For instance, the 1998 meeting of the Council of Great City
Schools, as well as that of the U.S. Conference of Mayors, featured
workshops and keynote addresses on the role of urban mayors in
promoting reform. Historically mayors in cities like Boston, New
York, and Chicago have maintained a firm, albeit sometimes
implicit, grip over education governance and policies by virtue of
their abilities to appoint members of the local school board or school
finance committees. Moreover, the politics of local economic and
community development, as Paul Peterson (1976) theorized in City
Limits,! virtually necessitated in cities like Chicago a close linkage
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between ward-based community politics and educational policy.
Both of these political processes were often controlled by mayors.

This paper examines the dynamics of mayoral involvement in
urban education through a case study of “joint ventures.” Joint ven-
tures are formal collaborative relationships between institutions of
government, for example school districts and cities. Historically they
have operated under the auspices of the provisions of Home Rule,
which was granted to many cities by their state constitutions. Infor-
mally joint ventures can consist of partnership arrangements among
individuals engaged in activities such as mutual planning, facility
sharing (public libraries and parks), and joint oversight committees.

Two cases will be presented, New Orleans, a city that in 1995
institutionalized joint ventures in its City Charter,” and Santa Ana,
California, a city where the mayor took the symbolic initiative to
name the city the “Education City.” The latter symbolized an effort
to link the economic progress of that city with the success of its pub-
lic schools. The chapter focuses on the actual, as contrasted to the
espoused, degree and quality of cooperation as manifested in the
extant joint ventures. An analysis of multiple sources of data includ-
ing interviews with mayors and superintendents (or their staff),
public documents, and promotional materials will be presented.
However, before beginning the analysis I will present a conceptual
framework that seeks to merge political, organizational, and proce-
dural dimensions of joint ventures.

New Institutional Configurations

In general terms joint ventures may be viewed as mutual
responses by the various institutions of government to perceived iso-
morphism. That is, as society at large, and in particular those inter-
est groups and institutions (taxpayer associations, the news media)
that pride themselves as watchdogs of government bemoan the
“fleecing of America,” there is pressure for governmental agencies—
including public education—to work together. The public holds a
wide image of an inefficient government that does not cooperate
among all of its sectors. As students of contemporary educational
reform and governance have widely noted, public schools and school
systems are notorious for their organizational isolation (Stone 1996).

The unstated theoretical assumption is that, however powerful,
governmental organizations are incapable of controlling the global
demands of their environment. Borrowing from the works of Stone
(1993, 1996), Emery and Trist (1965) and others, Howell Baum
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(1998) has proposed a conceptual framework for studying collabora-
tive institutional relationships. Baum conceptualizes an interorga-
nizational domain model “wherein organizations [are] becoming
interdependent, and actions by one would set others into motion, in
turn affecting still others in ways that no single entity could con-
trol.” (1998, 3) These “interorganizational domains” provide the
environmental contexts that engulf seeming autonomous organiza-
tions. Turbulence, uncertainty, and complexity mark their theoreti-
cal and normative contours. The unintended consequences of the
newly rationalized behaviors of the actors in such organizational
dynamics replace the assumptions of the rational theory of the firm.
That theory was based on economic models.

Baum (1998) interprets the conceptual underpinnings of inter-
organizational domains along these twin trajectories: empirical and
normative. Echoing Peterson’s 1976 study of school politics in
Chicago, organizations are perceived to have their own internal, yet
potentially overlapping, interests and problems. Moreover, there
exists “the potential for organizations to work deliberately to articu-
late a domain or field according to consensually accepted rules and
to create a system” that works (3). Previous theoretical notions of the
“relative autonomy” (Poulantzas 1978) of the state (and its sectors),
self-regulation and self management give way to a more nuanced
understanding of interdependence. Public institutions, following Fou-
cault, are now decentered. Of central concern to our understanding of
the isomorphism of the institution of public schooling is the notion
that interdependent organizations now embark on new rules. What
are these?

Normatively, cooperation, not competition or conflict, is key.
New configurations invoke the organizational images of networks
and coalitions. Furthermore, the institutional and marketing strate-
gies of the “new capitalism” (Gee, Hull, and Lankshear 1996)—col-
laboration—are invoked. At heart is the recognition that resources,
services, marketing, and indeed “power” itself are distributed across
organizations. These precious holdings of organizations (among edu-
cation professionals the very notion of teaching as dispenser of
knowledge and information) are purviews of multiple organizations
and actors. Foucault’s thesis that power and knowledge are mutu-
ally constituting practices puts the issue abstractly.

Student Achievement as Community Concern

In a previous article (Mirén 1995) I hypothesized that, in urban
centers beset by the disappearance of work, rampant violence, and
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overall social dislocation, student academic outcomes assume a
broader social significance. Neighborhoods in urban communities
are in need of much more than excellent student achievement from
their public schools. Doubtlessly academic excellence is a matter of
grave concern to families in these schools. However, it is not the only
concern. For example, at Pio Pico Elementary School in Santa Ana,
California, one of the cities in this study, the mainstay issue for par-
ents was safety. When the current principal was hired, she began a
practice of holding informal “chats” with parents. The parents were
exhausted from the gang violence, vandalism, and the instability of
their neighborhood, a major port of entry for immigrant families
from Mexico and other Latin American countries. They wanted the
principal to make the school a refuge for the neighborhood. The con-
ceptualization of the school as serving more than an academic func-
tion required interorganizational collaboration with other public
agencies such as the Santa Ana Police Department, as well as non-
profit groups like the Boys and Girls Club. The Club is located
directly across from the school, and the director and the principal
distribute resources freely across their organizations. Both formally
with public and private agencies, as well as informally with parents,
the school formed joint ventures.

Such institutional boundary spanning, moreover, results from a
critical pragmatic, even moral and an ethical vision, that school
environments “matter.” These admissions do not come easily for
public school educators, particularly school administrators and
classroom teachers. In the case of Santa Ana, and as we shall see
below New Orleans as well, coalition building with public schools
was politically welcomed by mayors. The reverse seems to be true for
superintendents, when then superintendent Morris Holmes of the
New Orleans Public Schools told an audience of mayors, that the
sole mission of the school district was “to raise academic achieve-
ment” (Mirén 1995, 108). Under intense pressure from actors in
other environments, corporate leaders, editorial writers, school
board members, and state departments of education to lift test
scores above the national average, superintendents perceive it a lux-
ury to engage in joint ventures such as full service schools, on site
health clinics, and before- and after-school care. Ironically it is these
concrete exemplars of joint ventures that would help shield superin-
tendents from the inordinate political pressures from their elected
and civic leadership demanding academic excellence. By establish-
ing formal partnerships with other institutions, schools in distressed
urban centers could relieve some of the social pressures cited above
and perhaps concentrate more fully on raising student achievement.
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Peterson remarked in City Limits that mayors and city council mem-
bers would respond to pressures to grow broad economic develop-
ment policies that would benefit the city as a whole. Here the
superintendents’ world view seems to run counter to the idea that
academic achievement is only one piece of the puzzle to improve
urban schools. That cities and local communities have broader needs
that go beyond test scores is an idea that is difficult to grasp.

Crossing the Border: Planning for New Institutional
Boundaries

I borrow the concept of the border from Henry Giroux’s (1993)
work on border pedagogy. In brief, Giroux argues that educators need
a perspective from which they can view themselves as intellectual
and cultural workers. In isolation, professional educators (teachers
and principals) can do little to level the playing field of unequal
schooling, and obviously, do less to make equitable and democratic
the unequal society that in which the material practices of schooling
(Popkewitz 1998) are situated. Ditto for city governments.

The institution of public schooling, as I have illustrated else-
where (1997), can make an ally of local governments and cities gen-
erally. Historically their relations have been characterized as
isomorphic owing to the divorce of “politics” from “education.” Of
course, no such split can be realized, and despite the apparent good
intentions of education reformers in the progressive and subsequent
eras, the practices of education are both political and politicized.
They are political because they are effects of “power.” This view of
power follows closely Popkewitz’ rejection of power as sovereign,
meaning, “a question of who rules (or who is ruled) (17).” This notion
of power effectively conceptualized power as a commodity (Mirén
1997), that is as a thing, that can be distributed from the ruler to the
subject under rule. The conception advanced here is relational:
power is an interaction among, and between, unequal relations and
the meaning the actors within those fields ascribe to these relations
(Cherryholmes 1988). Education is also politicized in the more con-
ventional notion on the distribution of resources and the allocation
of values, in other words, who gets what, when, why, and how.

Thus urban educators can potentially cross the isomorphic
borders of public schooling into the interorganizational domain of
the city itself, in particular city government and its agencies. In a
nutshell these border crossings constitute the theoretical under-
pinnings of joint ventures. They are joint because of more substan-
tive reasons than merely collaborative. Operating in the field of
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interorganizational domain, these collaborative relationships
between the city and schools construct new social spaces that may
give rise to alternate organizational realities which in turn create
possible visions of a better quality of life for the children and resi-
dents that schools and city governments purportedly serve. In a
word, they can foster local community development. The question
before us, therefore, is what is the nature of these spaces in the
context of urban schools and urban centers? More theoretically
stated, what are the phenomenological qualities of these joint ven-
tures as new social spaces forged by mayors and superintendents?

Methods and Data Collection

In this study, data were collected in cities and urban school dis-
tricts across the country. These included Albuquerque, Los Angeles,
New Orleans, San Diego, Santa Ana, California (Orange County),
and Santa Fe, New Mexico. A team of faculty and doctoral students
interviewed the mayors (or their education advisors), superinten-
dents of schools (or governmental relations staff) in these cities and
urban school districts. In addition, we collected archival material
about school-city partnerships, business alliances, promotional
materials, and curriculum. The purpose of data collection was to
ascertain the quality of the actual joint venture, whether or not for-
mally inscribed in law or public policy such as the City Charter.

Below I present an analysis of two cases, New Orleans and
Santa Ana, California. The juxtaposition is both empirically and the-
oretically significant in that both contexts are populated with heavy
minority students and residents, experiencing significant economic
transformations as a result of the global economy, and like most
school districts located in or near urban centers, suffering from
chronic underachievement and weakened public confidence. These
perceptions approach a near universal judgment of “failure.” The dif-
ferences between the two cities, in addition to geography, is in its
history: New Orleans’ culture was constructed along the social and
political dimensions of the African-American experience as well as
that of the Caribbean. Santa Ana is almost exclusively Mexican-
American, or Chicano. I begin with New Orleans.

New Orleans: ‘Never the Twain Shall Meet’?

New Orleans, a city that is over 60 percent African American, and
nearly 40 percent poor, has been dominated by regime politics that are
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polarized along racial lines. The city has been led for over twenty
years by an African-American mayor, beginning with Ernest “Dutch”
Morial (the first African-American politician elected to Congress in
Louisiana) and continued with his son, Marc Morial. The school dis-
trict has been governed by a majority African-American school board
and led by an African-American superintendent for approximately the
same amount of time. City politics, then, has been characterized as
dominated by a majority African-American governing body (city coun-
cil and board of education) mayors and superintendents of schools.
These politicians have competed for political power with the mostly
white business and civic elite (Mirén 1992; Whelan, Young, and Lau-
ria 1994). This regime politics echoes Stone’s (1989) framework with
one difference: the regime is dominated by, not subordinate to, the
social group whose political constituents are the poor and minority.
These conditions have served many urban centers, for example, Wash-
ington, D.C., and Baltimore, where African-American middle class
professionals and politicians have successfully mobilized their major-
ity-minority population and white upper-class progressives to obtain,
and largely sustain, elected office. This social-political landscape
undergirds the analysis of the case study data presented below.

When Marc Morial assumed office in 1994, he pledged to estab-
lish an education liaison in city government. Marc Morial had run
his campaign for implicitly as an education mayor for New Orleans.
For example, the largest broad-based citizen task forces he formed
after the election was the fifty member strong Education Task Force.
Polls commissioned by the Times-Picayune during the election had
uncovered an astonishing fact: 25 percent of the respondents offered
unsolicited suggestions as to how to improve the perceived dismal
performance of the public schools.

The Education Task Force was co-chaired by two of the most
powerful politicians in the African-American community, the head of
the teacher’s union (United Teachers of New Orleans) and the pres-
ident of the school board. The Task Force recommended that an edu-
cation office, headed by an education liaison, be established and
funded. On March 31, 1994, a draft of its mission statement read:

The Education Task Force seeks innovation for our educa-
tional system. By establishing a liaison with the members of
city government and with all concerned citizens, we can
unite to achieve quality education in New Orleans. There-
fore, a coalition of educators, government officials, and other
citizens can combine in a joint effort to improve public edu-
cation [for the citizens of New Orleans] (Minutes 1994).
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The education liaison office would be located in the Office of the
Mayor. Its functions were to promote more effective communication
between city hall (and thus city government) and the school district,
especially the local school board. In addition, the Task Force recom-
mended that a permanent Education Advisory Committee to the
Mayor be established.

Symbolic Steps

In what was widely perceived by the news media and commu-
nity activists as a historical precedent, Morial appeared in May
1994, before a public meeting of the newly elected school board.
This was the first time in recent memory that a sitting mayor had
ever publicly addressed the school board and pledge cooperation—
on its own turf. The mayor reiterated his pledge to join the board as
an active partner for the betterment of public education and the
children of New Orleans. In subsequent interviews with members
of his executive staff, it was gleaned that the mayor was merely fol-
lowing through on his campaign promises for public education. In
particular, the mayor was keen on the furtherance of joint ventures
between the city and the school system. These collaborations were
designed to:

1. “Continue and expand coordinated capital budget plan-
ning processes between the city and the school board in
order to encourage further joint-use facilities such as the
New Orleans Public Library branch in the new Martin
Luther King Elementary School” (emphasis added);

2. “Direct the police department to create a ‘security zone’
on and around school grounds in order to assure the
safety of students arriving, attending, and leaving school
facilities”;

3. “Develop a cooperative effort among New Orleans Public
Schools security, the New Orleans Police Department,
parents, students and the community to improve security
within schools. Develop alternative schools for violent
students presently dispersed among the general student
population”;

4. Assign a ranking officer to work with the superintendent
to develop a school facilities security program at each
school; the school board does not need to incur the cost of
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outside security consultants when the expertise necessary
to perform this function resides within our own municipal
police department” (emphasis added);?

5. “Encourage the New Orleans Public Schools to work with
juvenile justice experts, university personnel, and city
officials to develop a model comprehensive violence
reduction and delinquency prevention strategy for ele-
mentary, junior high, and senior high students, going
beyond traditional delinquency prevention programs by
involving the family and the community in identifying ‘at
risk’ youth, monitoring their progress, and intervening
with effective programs at critical times in the youth’s
development”;

6. Finally, the following recommendation paralleled the one
offered by the Task Force on Education (see below).
“Establish an Office of Education to provide {a} liaison
between city government and the Orleans parish public
schools, colleges and universities, police, religious leaders
and business leaders” (Campaign Committee 1994).

Of course, the reforms advanced by the Education Task Force
for the proposed education liaison and Advisory Committee had the
potential to undermine the overall good feelings enjoyed by the
mayor and a new school board. First, the new superintendent of
schools, Dr. Morris Holmes, was not keen on the idea of an educa-
tion staff in the Office of the Mayor. As noted above, at a conference
focusing on the mayor’s role in urban education reform, the super-
intendent admonished the audience, reminding participants that
the sole mission of the district was to raise academic achievement.
Second, one of the co-chairs of the Task Force, the president of the
school board, urged the group at its final meeting (when it formally
adopted recommendations to present to the mayor) to drop the liai-
son and advisory committee items. (The school board president
was under pressure from a white business developer, a member of
the civic elite, to merge the Education Task Force Recommenda-
tions with his group. The developer was seeking funding from the
city and the school district to establish a commission on children
and families.)

From Morial’s perspective, the mayor offered more than sym-
bolic gestures. Informal interviews held with his staff and advisors,
including the chairman of the Charter Revision Committee, (see
below) confirmed that Morial was sincere. The mayor realized that,
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despite the political problems for the city, he should honor his pledge
to be an active partner with the school board and offered to help the
school district campaign for passage of a near $500 million bond
measure and other sources of revenue to repair dilapidated, dys-
functional, and non-air-conditioned buildings. In meeting between a
joint committee of the City Council and the school board held Sep-
tember 29, 1994, the spirit of cooperation also seemed apparent. The
minutes of the Orleans Parish School Board read:

[A member of the school board] explained that as a result of
the priorities set in the 1992 election, the Board members
would work collaboratively with the City even though they
are governed by separate bodies. The Board solicited the
Council’s assistance on the $492 million dollars needed to
repair its aging schools. The schools are plagued with many
problems ranging from plumbing to serious termite damage.
Few of the schools in Orleans Parish are able to pass fire
code inspections. The Council had requested information
regarding the conditions of the buildings and the related
cost. It was suggested that the Council visit some of the
schools to see first-hand the deteriorating conditions. Mem-
bers of the group expressed pleasure with the collaboration
that was going on between the Orleans Parish School Board
and the New Orleans City Council.*

Although the superintendent publicly endorsed the broad goals
of the emerging city-district interorganizational alliance, he
nonetheless had previously noted that the keynote address of the
conference on city-school partnerships “contained nothing new.”
Insiders from the school district then commented that Superinten-
dent Holmes had grown wary of all of the unfunded governmental
mandates. Dr. Holmes had apparently viewed the emerging call for
joint ventures to ameliorate both the social ills and, possibly, the
problem of underachievement as mayoral meddling in his, the school
system’s internal affairs.

Thus, within these minor, largely symbolic gestures we note the
institutional constraints impeding interorganizational coalitions
(joint ventures). Moreover, the racialized conflicts engulfing the for-
mulation of potential local community development (Peterson 1985)
goals and proposals—ones such as an education liaison and a com-
mission on children and families—become racialized, as actors from
different social positions advocate for their own interests.
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Institutionalizing Joint Ventures

Finally, the mayor moved beyond symbolism to enact collabora-
tive, joint ventures into a city ordinance. The vehicle was the revi-
sion of the Home Rule Charter of the City of New Orleans. David
Marcello, the legal architect and chief political strategist for the revi-
sion of the City Charter, (the previous attempt by former mayor Sid-
ney Barthelemy had failed) was no stranger to Marc Morial and City
Hall. He was the former chief legal counsel to Marc Morial’s father,
Dutch Morial mentioned above.

Marcello assembled an impressive array of citizens, profession-
als, academics, and citizen-activists to mobilize the community to
seek a consensus for a new charter. Moreover, Marcello went much
further than producing a new legal document. He mobilized the New
Orleans community to win broad public support for passage of the
new charter in the April, 1994, elections. In the new document was a
proposal to establish “Cooperative Endeavor Agreements.”

Under Section 9-314 the City of New Orleans, through the
Office of the Mayor, shall engage in cooperative endeavors
with the state and its political subdivisions, the United
States or its agencies, or with any public or private associa-
tion, corporation or individual. Such cooperative endeavors
may include but not be limited to agreements regarding joint
planning of capital projects, joint use of facilities, joint
research and program implementation activities, joint fund-
ing initiatives, and other similar activities to further public
education, community development, housing rehabilitation,
economic growth, and other public purposes.

Ultimately, Morial delivered on his pledge to work in partner-
ship with the School Board (and indirectly, the City Council).
Largely as a result of his political support and overwhelming popu-
larity with most of the citizens, the School Board won passage of a
$400 million plus bond issue (the amounts were reduced) to rehabil-
itate and air-condition the public schools. Several years later, how-
ever, owing in part to his frustration with the school board, and in
particular Superintendent Holmes, Morial made gestures to take
over the school system, much like Mayor Richard Daly had done in
Chicago under the provisions of the Amendatory Reform Act passed
by the Illinois Legislature in July 1995. This may explain the reason
that, according to city officials, no evidence of an application for a
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cooperative endeavor under the provisions of the new charter was
ever submitted during Morials’ first term in office. As we shall see,
the case study data suggests that little beyond joint capital planning
and revenue raising exists in the city of Santa Ana, California, and
the Santa Ana Unified School District.

In summary, the historical separation of school districts and city
government in New Orleans (ensconced in the state constitution)
reproduced isomorphic relations between the two. Kipling’s adage,
“East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet”
appears to be correct in this case. The school board’s and the city’s
brief successful coalescing around capital needs (the $400 million
school bond issue) was, apparently, short lived. Indeed, interviews
with parents upset with the school board’s recent (1998) attempts to
“dismantle” the system of magnet schools that have historically
served a biracial mix of middle class families, suggest that the
mayor is working behind the scenes to control the selection of the
next superintendent after Holmes leaves the district in 1998. Subse-
quent superintendents continued to focus on improving student
achievement (test scores). There was no systematic effort to promote
the concept of Joint Ventures.

In the next section I take a brief comparative look at the case of
Santa Ana, California, a city in Southern California, forty miles
south of Los Angeles, widely known locally for being a major port of
entry for Mexican immigrants of binational citizenry.

Santa Ana, California:
‘Education First”at the Crossroads

Santa Ana, California can be seen as a “transnational locale”—
a locale that forms part of a multitude of transnational networks
(see Miré6n, Inda, and Aguirre 1998). Santa Ana, a community of
300,000 residents, is little known outside of southern California. Sit-
uated in northern Orange County, a sprawling suburb of nearly
three million people located forty miles south of Los Angeles, it is
unique in a number of ways, especially in the profound demographic
changes it has undergone in the previous twenty-five years. Since
1970, the percentage of Latino/as in Orange County has grown from
8 percent of the total population to 27 percent. In Santa Ana these
numbers are more dramatic: 69 percent of the population is
Latino/a, and more than half are foreign born, mostly from Mexico.
Dubbed by the 1990 U.S. Census as one of the most impoverished
cities in the nation, Santa Ana has also been designated as one of
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two youth capitals in the United States, second only to El Paso,
Texas. In one square mile of the city alone live approximately 26,000
youths, ages 18 and under, many of whom are undocumented resi-
dents (U.S. Census 1990). In effect, Santa Ana has become a young
Latino/a city; people come here from communities all over Mexico
and other parts of Latin America, reinventing themselves along with
the city. As a consequence of such migrations, Santa Ana has been
transformed from a strictly national space to what may be called a
translocality (see Appadurai 1996).

Generally speaking, a translocality belongs in one sense to
particular nation-states, because it occupies their territorially
defined spaces. But at the same time, because it is traversed by a
multitude of processes, that is, because it forms a node in a multi-
tude of transnational circuits, thus connecting it to elsewhere
beyond the nation, a translocality also transcends, to some extent,
the nation-state. In other words, a translocality is a space of which
the nation-state is not in complete command, weaving together, as
it does, various “circulating” populations with various kinds of
“locals” (Appadurai 1996, 192).

It is in this space, this translocality, that the lives of thousands
of immigrant students take place.’ It is a space of flows, a node in
multifarious transnational migrant circuits. It is also a space, how-
ever, entwined with vehement attacks on bilingual education.
Orange County is at the forefront in the state, if not the nation, of
the fledgling “English-only” grassroots movement discussed earlier,
of this movement whose principal aims are: (1) to eliminate all bilin-
gual education in California; (2) to institutionalize English “immer-
sion” programs (in elementary school, programs that would force
foreign born and native born students who speak little English to
“sink” or “swim,” using English as the language of instruction); (3)
and finally, to deny—in pedagogical practice—Mexicans and other
immigrants access to their culture by prohibiting instruction and
conversation in Spanish or the mother tongue. So Santa Ana is
caught at the crossroads of those national processes that attempt to
regulate the conduct of subjects in the interests of the nation-state
and those transnational ones that prevent this regulation from fully
taking place. It is at such crossroads that we attempt to understand
the construction of joint ventures.

Interviews with the mayor of Santa Ana and administrators in
the school district reveal that the relations between the two echo
those in New Orleans. Calls for collaboration and the formation of
school-business partnerships between the two institutions (and oth-
ers, for example business) are largely rhetorical. The exception is on
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capital needs. According to the mayor, the city helped the district
fund the construction of seven new schools. The city was able to use
federal redevelopment funds to advance the vision of Mayor Miguel
Pulido for Santa Ana as “Education First.” In 1991 the city launched
a redevelopment initiative in partnership with the Santa Ana Uni-
fied School District to

. . . take dollars that had accrued through redevelopment
funds and in essence advance them to the school district so
that they in turn could engage in some of the pre-construc-
tion costs that are affiliated with building new schools. Of
course what Sacramento had [the state legislature] was a
program where they (the state) would reimburse school dis-
tricts that were building schools. But if you didn’t have the
money to start it up and build it in the first place, you're
never going to get it reimbursed. So we took $30 million and
ended up building, I believe, 11 schools in about seven years.
It’s more than any other city in California. This partnership
has resulted in a new high school, intermediate schools, ele-
mentary schools and it’s been a tremendous boost to Santa
Ana Unified. (Pulido 1997)

Apparently the partnership, the limited joint venture, ended
after these schools were built. Population demands (a 41% increase
since 1988) took its toll on the resources of the city (see above). In
addition to Proposition 227, the voters initiative to do away with
bilingual education in California (see above)—a method of instruc-
tion the local district had employed for at least a decade—Santa
Ana Unified School District was saturated with attempts to deal
with a school violence problem, and the new superintendent of
schools embarked on an ambitious system of reform to increase
student achievement known as “Above the Mean.” (System wide
test scores on basic skill such as mathematics, reading, and lan-
guage use had lagged at the twenty-fifth percentile for the pervious
decade.)

After the capital program ended, the city-wide effort to build
partnerships with the school district extended beyond the mayor’s
office. Known as Santa Ana 2000, it consisted of vision setting for
public education among the private, higher education, business and
industry councils, such as the Chamber of Commerce, and the non-
profit sectors. “Santa Ana 2000 is an interagency coalition consist-
ing of hundreds of individuals working collectively. Its mission is to
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make the city of Santa Ana an even better and a more rewarding
community in which to live that works, succeeds in school, and nur-
tures a family” (Davies 1997). In the parlance of this paper it seeks
to foster local community development. The purpose of the Santa
Ana consortium is to provide a “mechanism to continue periodically
to update and address and talk about issues. Now it’s not to say
that we do everything because we don’t or that there are no gaps.
We could be doing more. But it’s at least to say that there’s a group
that talks about what we can do as partners. And we have a very
strong partnership with our educational partnerships with the city
(Pulido 1997).

As will be seen below, however, the goal of fostering broadly
conceptualized community development (Mirén 1995) was virtu-
ally impossible to attain. Too much discussion and too many local,
narrowly defined, economic development goals (such as economic
growth and job creation) could more readily be accomplished. This
pattern follows Peterson’s model (cited above) that development
policies (economic growth, also see Miréon 1992) will supersede
more redistributive policies that may benefit neighborhoods. These
would include joint ventures between schools and city governments
around locally defined issues such as crime prevention, free tutor-
ing programs and before- and after-school learning opportunities.
There is plenty of evidence to suggest that individual schools such
as Pio Pico Elementary, a two-way bilingual school, and Davis Ele-
mentary (a newly built school with abundant community support)
successfully established interorganizational coalitions—joint ven-
tures—to pursue mutually constituted academic, economic, and
community development goals. However, the preliminary judg-
ment is that these accomplishments, much like New Orleans,
failed to take institutional root system wide and city wide. These
findings confirm previous research (see Mirén 1997) that found
city government in New Orleans rallying with the school district to
help build the nationally recognized high school for the performing
arts, the New Orleans Center for the Creative Arts (NOCCAA).
Two administrations, under mayors Barthelemy and Morial,
sought help from the state legislature in Louisiana to obtain $22
million in capital outlay funds to relocate the school from an afflu-
ent uptown neighborhood to one experiencing urban blight. The
project was funded largely with the perception that it would help
revitalize a neighborhood along the riverfront, thus promoting
safety, small businesses, and community pride, in a word fostering
community development.
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The Social Relations
of Community Development

Between the school districts and city governments in these com-
parative case studies are social relations that appear to undermine
community development goals. In New Orleans racial conflicts
between the public and civic sectors, and within the public sectors,
embed the push toward collaboration. For example, the recommen-
dation from a white developer to halt the formation of an office of
education liaison broke the consensus within the Education Task
Force. Also when the draft language for cooperative agreements sur-
faced, members of the subcommittee who represented the work of
nonprofit civic elite objected to the use of the word “capital” (see
Mirén 1997). In Santa Ana the state wide effort to eliminate bilin-
gual education doubtlessly forged divisions within the loosely orga-
nized Santa Ana 2000 consortium. Not insignificant as well was the
perception that illegal—and illiterate—immigrants from Mexico
were pulling down test scores. Under these difficult political and
social conditions joint ventures other than siting of new school build-
ings (a largely economic outcome) become problematic.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have attempted to explore the feasibility of
establishing joint ventures in urban social contexts. Although these
contexts predictably share common characteristics, and conditions
across locales, the cases presented here differ substantially. The
obvious first level of difference is in the populations that reside in
New Orleans and Santa Ana, California. New Orleans is approxi-
mately 60 percent African-American, Santa Ana over 60 percent
Latino/a, primarily Mexican-American, or Chicano. These “popula-
tional reasonings” (Popkewitz 1998) do not constitute the principal
basis of comparison in this exploratory study. However, these differ-
ences in ethnic affiliation and identity are not inconsequential.

In New Orleans, a strong tradition of civil rights seemingly
enables the mayor, the city council, and the local school board to
forge coalitions at the site of simplest and most direct impact: bond
elections for school construction. This level of engagement among
governmental partners—the infrastructure level—parallels the
movement among school partners that begin with building improve-
ment, the most accessible, and end with curriculum reform, the most
isomorphically remote (see Mirén and Wimpelberg 1992). This co-
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alescing around a common political interest during short term polit-
ical campaigns may result in substantial improvements to the capi-
tal inventory: strong mayoral coalition building and institutional
formation embodied in the City Charter. Apparently, however, it does
not result in a practice of institutional networking (Baum 1998)
around a common vision. School systems’ tendencies to reproduce
their social structures, discursive practices, and organizational ter-
ritorial imperatives seriously undermine such networks in places
like New Orleans.

Santa Ana, too, was able to build on civic goodwill and the acces-
sibility of revenues for school construction to build eleven new
schools with state funds. This is no small accomplishment. An
absence of a civil rights tradition embodied in mayoral leadership,
and perhaps its transformation into a translocal city, makes difficult
the conversion of rhetorical strategies (Santa Ana 2000) into a dis-
cursive practice of networks. Santa Ana, like New Orleans, is
enmeshed in a host of social problems like crime, gang violence, and
chronic underachievement among its students. Both superinten-
dents of schools focus on lifting academic achievement as the pri-
mary mission of the school district. At the same time each school
chief readily accepts the gifts of the city in the way of revenue to sup-
port school construction. The difference seemingly lies solely in the
leadership exhibited by Morial and his citizen activists to ensconce
these new boundaries into city government. In neither case, how-
ever, do we find evidence on behalf of the school districts beyond
rhetorical strategies to redraw boundaries between them to improve
the overall quality of life in local communities and neighborhoods.
Community development, a noble abstract goal, continues to elude
the imaginations of school districts. Such possible new futures give
way to existing systems of reason and discursive practices, as Pop-
kewitz elegantly theorizes.

Notes

1. Elsewhere I have defined community development as a hybrid of eco-
nomic and social policies that promote both economic growth and quality of
life. See Mir6n, Louis F. (1995) “Pushing the Boundaries of Urban School
Reform: Linking Community Development to Student Outcomes.” Journal
for a Just and Caring Education 1(1): 98-114.

2. The Charter reads: “The City of New Orleans, through the Office of
the Mayor, shall engage in cooperative endeavors with the state and its
political subdivisions, the United States or its agencies, or with any public
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or private association, corporation or individual.” Effective May 1, 1954
(Amended January 1, 1996), Ordinance No. 17, 148 M.C.S.

3. In 1997, during a financial scandal exposed by the Times-Picayune,
the school district’s Director of Security accused the Superintendent of not
disciplining security officers when school principals reported theft of money,
computer equipment, television sets, and other school supplies. This exposé
seemed to further the rift between the mayor and the school district, a
dimension outside the scope of this article.

4. This open spirit of cooperation stood in stark contrast to the animos-
ity between the Council and the Board in years past. The New Orleans City
Council was forced to declare schools a “non-use.” This meant that the
Council would have to give approval before any new schools could be located.
This move forced the delay of the location of its premier public school, Ben-
jamin Franklin High Schools, a magnet college preparatory school. Cooper-
ative Endeavors, Article IX (Section 9-314), 127.

5. Like most school districts throughout the country, Santa Ana Unified
provides mostly transitional forms of bilingual education with the goal of
having 1.4 million limited English speakers in the state quickly assimilate
into English and U.S. culture. See Nick Anderson, “Testing the limits of
Bilingual Education.” Los Angeles Times. August 8, 1997, A16.
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Chapter 11

Rediscovering the African-American
Tradition: Restructuring in
Post-Desegregation Urban Schools

Leetta Allen-Haynes, Edward P. St. John,
and Joseph Cadray

The desegregation of racially isolated educational systems did
not result in integrated schools as many social reformers had envi-
sioned. The dream shared by many was of racially integrated schools
with African Americans, European Americans, and children of other
races learning together, in just environments that promoted racial
harmony (e.g., Blum 1993; King 1986). However, the reality has
been different than the dream. After nearly a half century of court-
mandated desegregation, a larger percentage of African-American
children attend predominantly African-American public schools
than did before the Supreme Court’s Brown decision in 1954. A new
wave of reformers has concluded: “IW]e must abandon the pretense
that urban school districts are functioning systems that can deliver
equal opportunities if relatively simple interventions—cross-district
desegregation plans, magnet schools, better court supervision, more
money, etc.—are put in place” (Fossey 1998, 16). Unfortunately, in
the newly emerging post-desegregation period many urban schools
will probably remain racially isolated.

If the ultimate aim of the desegregation process was to create
integrated schools that are more just and caring for children of all
races, then it is important to ponder the types of learning environ-
ments that support the growth, development, and learning processes
of African-American children. Given that many urban schools
remain racially isolated, it is vitally important for urban educators
to understand the learning styles and developmental needs of
African-American children. The African-American tradition, which

249



250 Leetta Allen-Haynes, et al.

emphasizes care and community (Dempsey and Noblit 1993; Irvine
and Irvine 1985; Walker 1996; Ward 1995), provides an important
foundation for creating just and caring learning environments in
post-desegregation urban schools. Indeed, it is time to explore ways
of integrating restructuring processes in urban schools. This is an
important issue at the present time because Comprehensive School
Reforms (CSR) show some promise of improving educational out-
comes in some urban schools (chapter 7).

This chapter explores strategies for integrating the African-
American education tradition into school restructuring in post-
desegregation urban schools. First we review the ways desegregation
has been viewed, both as a policy issue and as a process that influ-
ences educational practice. We consider the status of desegregation
litigation in the United States, then reflect on ways the literature on
moral education can inform restructuring. Second, based on this
review we consider what desegregation policy omitted: preservation
of the African-American tradition of education. We hypothesize that
integrating an emphasis on the African-American tradition into a
CSR restructuring process could provide a way of improving learning
environments for children in urban schools. Third, we examine two
case studies of restructuring schools, with a focus on aspects of the
African-American tradition that emerged as part of the process.
These cases provide evidence to ponder related to our hypothesis, but
we recognize this inquiry is exploratory rather than confirmatory.
Finally, we consider the implications of this review and the case stud-
ies for urban schools that are contemplating the various school
restructuring models.

Desegregation Reconsidered

When reviewing progress on desegregation, it is essential to
distinguish between three concepts as they will be utilized in the
framework of this chapter. Desegregation refers to the legal process
intended to result in the integration of schools and colleges that
have historically been racially isolated. Integration refers to both
the affirmative processes of balancing races within educational
institutions and to creating just and caring learning environments
for diverse children. Postdesegregation refers to school systems
after legally mandated desegregation processes have been com-
pleted. Although the process of desegregating educational systems
has proceeded through several stages of litigation, integration has
proven to be an illusive goal. Rather than focusing on the illusive
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goal of integrating schools, we take a step back and reexamine the
meaning of the desegregation process, as it relates to the learning
experiences of children.

Desegregation at a Crossroads

The desegregation of public schools began in earnest in the
southern United States with the Supreme Court’s Brown decision
which ruled that de jure systems of separate but equal were illegal.
The initial wave of desegregation decisions began with the process of
redefining enrollment boundaries for school buildings so that schools
that were formerly racially isolated would improve their racial bal-
ance. This involved increasing the use of busing, given that neigh-
borhoods were often segregated, as well as reconfiguring schools in
different ways to make it easier to achieve a racial balance (e.g.,
mandating K-2 and 3-6 schools to replace the formerly segregated
K—6 schools).

The second wave of school desegregation involved litigation
against de facto segregation, systems of education in northern cities
that were segregated by virtue of the patterns of housing rather
than on the principle of “separate but equal.” The desegregation of
northern cities introduced new structural mechanisms, including
magnet schools, to the arsenal of strategies used by the courts, as
the focus of the courts shifted to findings ways to induce more fami-
lies to choose diverse schools for their children.

Although the desegregation mandates were usually imple-
mented in ways similar to what had been prescribed by the courts,
these remedies did not, however, lead to integration of schools, espe-
cially urban schools (Fossey 1998; Orfield and Easton 1996; Teddlie
1998). Many whites either moved to the suburbs or enrolled their
children in private schools. In a growing number of U.S. cities,
desegregation has come to a legal end (i.e., Indianapolis, Boston): the
courts are concluding that urban schools are desegregated. Now we
are entering a postdesegregation period in many urban communi-
ties. Therefore it is important to consider how we can take affirma-
tive approaches to improve the learning experiences of all students
in this new context. Specifically, the ethic of care that was once cen-
tral to African-American schooling in the United States was almost
lost as a result of desegregation.

To a large extent, this ethic of care that was experienced in
African-American schools prior to 1954, had its origin in the neigh-
borhood school concept through which everyone in the school shared a
common view of the world. African Americans remember those schools
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as fostering a strong sense of “community” and family cooperation. For
the most part, during segregation, teachers lived and worked in their
own neighborhoods and the school, like the church, functioned as the
center of social activity in African-American neighborhoods. Parents’
sense of association, identification, communication, and trust were
facilitated by their everyday proximity to school personnel. Where a
teacher sought to enlist the aid of a parent in solving a classroom prob-
lem (behavioral or academic) or assist with a school activity, it was as
simple as stopping at the students homes while walking to and from
school, or as mentioning to the parent while at church on Sunday.

This same phenomenon has likely been experienced within
other ethnic groups where neighborhood schools existed. However, it
was without warning or preparation that desegregation tactics such
as busing abruptly displaced both African-American teachers and
their students. Most African-American students were placed into
schools where the ratio of minority students to minority teacher was
severely diminished or nonexistent. Integration was attempted at
the expense of African-American students’ removal from their neigh-
borhood schools and their alienation from the ethic of care associated
with being taught by their own teachers. Although separated in a
system labeled separate but equal, some African Americans report
experiencing greater racial isolation as the result of school desegre-
gation efforts.

Today, as courts back away from desegregation, it is important
to recognize that inner-city schools often remain racially isolated.
This new pattern is more than a bit ironic, given that urban educa-
tors increasingly work in racially isolated schools that courts have
designated as desegregated. In pursuit of excellence, during the past
two decades, federal and state educational policies have placed a
greater emphasis on standardized tests, national educational stan-
dards, and the alignment of curriculum and standards. Further,
many of the urban universities have attempted to provide teacher
education programs aimed at responding to national and state
reform initiatives, including these new “excellence” mandates, with-
out explicitly considering the educational needs of urban children.
Yet in the postdesegregation urban context, we need more educators
to consider the learning needs of African-American children who
comprise the majority of “desegregated” urban school systems. Thus,
it is important to begin the conversation about how to integrate with
justice and care, especially in urban universities that educate teach-
ers who work in urban schools.

As we reflect on this history, it appears that desegregation in
the United States is at a crossroads. The process of litigating for
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desegregation has led to a set of decisions and remedies that have
been implemented. Yet the underlying problem of racial isolation has
not been remedied in a way that seems just, especially if we use the
paradigm of racial integration to judge the success of desegregation
efforts. This new context should be of concern to all educators, and
especially to educators in urban public schools and to teacher educa-
tors in colleges that prepare urban teachers.

Desegregation as Justice

The question of how to approach desegregation in this new con-
text poses an especially troubling question from the perspective of
moral education. Kohlberg (1981, 1984) posed a moral development
lens that emphasized justice. When we use Kohlberg’s stages of
moral reasoning to view the desegregation puzzle, an interesting pic-
ture emerges. First, it is apparent that the reformers, including
Martin Luther King, Jr., who led efforts to desegregate public and
private systems of all types, were acting on postconventional princi-
ples, placing universal values for all humanity above the legal sys-
tem. Indeed, Kohlberg (1981, 1984) consistently uses Martin Luther
King, Jr.’s writings as an example of stage six moral reasoning. How-
ever, the process of litigating for the desegregation of schools
involves working within the conventional legal system to find con-
stitutional reasons for desegregation, which was the case for Brown
and Adams. Perhaps stage four moral thinkers who value socially
and legally constructed norms can look at desegregation with a clear
conscience. However, if we take a step back and ponder the reasons
why desegregation was not successful, it seems possible that some of
those who espoused preconventional attitudes toward the new laws
either chose to resist by moving from cities or placing their children
in private schools. Specifically, some of the proponents of Martin
Luther King, Jr.’s postconventional ethics lacked his ego strength
and also placed their children in private preparatory schools.

Thus, those who hold postconventional values at an espoused
level (i.e., as a stated belief) may need to reflect on the meaning of
these values for their practice. Indeed, it is easier for most advocates
of social justice to claim that we would take a virtuous path in a dif-
ficult situation, than to take this path when actually confronted by
the genuine situation. The issue of where parents send their chil-
dren to school is complex and potentially troubling precisely because
it involves making choices that affect children. However, if we really
believe in these espoused values, then we need to find ways to act on
them. For example, it may be possible for some families to structure
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their time so one parent can volunteer in their public schools, rather
than working longer hours to pay for private schools. This type of
personal action (i.e., theory in use) would be more consonant with
espoused values that favor integration. After all, an unintended con-
sequence of working more is having less time with their children. In
addition, when parents work as volunteers in schools, they can help
schools become more just and caring (St. John, Griffith, and Allen-
Haynes 1997).

For Kohlberg, universal conceptions of justice provided the basis
for the more advanced moral stages: “At advanced stages, the most
basic principle of justice is equality; treat every person’s claim equally,
regardless of the person” (1981, 144). He also argued that schools had
a vital role to play in promoting moral development: “Social environ-
ments or institutions not only facilitate moral development by provid-
ing role-taking opportunities, but their justice structure is also an
important determinant of role-taking opportunities and consequent
moral development” (1981, 144). Thus, finding ways to desegregate
schools that promote moral development represents a fundamental
challenge within this construct of moral development.

The goal of creating meaningful integration is complicated by
the need to include the voices of African Americans. It is interesting
that the integration goal proved difficult to realize through the “just-
community—schools” framework that was developed by Kohlberg
and his colleagues (Powers, Higgins, and Kohlberg 1989). The just-
community—schools approach to school restructuring may include
features that promote integration, but it may not include all of the
requisite features and philosophies necessary to create an environ-
ment that supports the development of all children. As a means of
building a further understanding of possible strategies for promot-
ing integration, it is appropriate to also consider how the concept of
care, as part of the African-American tradition of education, might
inform efforts to create more just and caring community schools.

Desegregation with Care

Carol Gilligan’s (1977, 1982) critical examination of Kohlberg’s
theory revealed Kohlberg’s lack of sustained attention to the ethical
voice of care. Specifically, she examined how women responded to
questions included in the instrument Kohlberg used on men to mea-
sure stages of moral development. She argued that:

Women’s construction of the moral problem as a problem of
care and responsibility in relationships rather than as one of
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rights and rule ties the development of their moral thinking to
changes in their understanding of responsibility and relation-
ships, just as the conception of morality as justice ties devel-
opment to the logic of equality and reciprocity (1982, 73).

Using this concept as a basis for examining the evolution of moral
thinking in women revealed care as an alternative construct for
moral thinking:

As we have listened for centuries to the voices of men and
the theories of development that their experience informs, so
we have come more recently to notice not only the silence of
women but the difficulty in hearing what they say when
they speak. Yet in the different voice of women lies the truth
of an ethic of care, the tie between relationship and respon-
sibility, the origins of aggression in the failure of connection.
The failure to see the different reality of women’s lives and
to hear the differences in their voices stems in part from the
assumption that there is a single mode of social experience
and interpretation. (1982, 173)

These constructs of relationship (or connectivity) and care pro-
vide a different lens for viewing the culture of schools and discern-
ing possible images of successful schools for African-American
children. The African-American education tradition placed a strong
emphasis on care and community, qualities that were enhanced by
African-American control of schools (Irvine and Irvine 1983). The
evolution of this tradition in the context of school desegregation
merits more attention. In particular, we are struck by the contrast
between three images:

* the caring community in a segregated African-American
high school in North Carolina before desegregation (Walker
1996);

¢ the description of the decline in a culture of care in a
southern school system as an outgrowth of desegregation
(Dempsey and Noblit 1993); and

¢ the recreation of caring environments in desegregated
schools in Louisiana that were involved in the Accelerated
Schools Project, a democratic restructuring process (St.
John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997).
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First, the concept of care was integral to the concept of quality
education in African-American schools before desegregation (Irvine
and Irvine 1983; Walker 1996). Vanessa Walker’s (1996) study of the
history of an exceptional African-American high school in North Car-
olina prior to desegregation revealed a caring school culture. The
school not only had teachers with higher levels of education than
surrounding schools for whites, but also had a deep culture of care, a
commitment to the development of children and to finding resources
from the community to support the children. For example, in
recorded comments, the voices of former teachers and students told
how the community had found money to support travel for the chil-
dren, as well as to support extensive extracurricular programs. This
example illustrates a form of local democracy that is based on com-
mitment, relationships and care. However, this school was closed as
a result of desegregation.

Second, the desegregation process systematically favored the
majority’s conception of school quality over the African American
tradition (Irvine and Irvine 1983; Dempsey and Noblit 1993). In a
case study of a desegregation process in a southern community,
Dempsey and Noblit (1993) examined the different perceptions of
“good” schools held by whites and African Americans. Among the
African-American schools, most had a strong tradition of teachers
working together in ways that demonstrated care and responsibility
for the development of children, families and neighborhoods. In con-
trast, the white community was concerned about test scores and less
concerned about the community aspects of schools. However the
white community dominated the school board, which led to the clos-
ing of the school that had been perceived as being a “good” school by
African Americans, along with the release of the teachers formerly
employed by the African-American school studied. They further
describe how the closure of the historically African-American school
influenced a decline in the close-knit relationships within the neigh-
borhood surrounding the former school.

Third, school restructuring can create a broader conception of
education that embraces critical aspects of the African-American
tradition. Stories of care similar to those described by Walker (1996)
were also evident in some of the exemplary Accelerated Schools
included in a recent study of family involvement in schools (St. John,
Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997). In one school that had been an
African American school before desegregation, a white teacher
described how she had used her church’s bus to take poor children
(African-American and white) from the school on field trips for
school activities. An African-American parent in the same school
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described how she had been involved in planning for the pilot test of
a conflict resolution process that had helped create a climate of care
on the playgrounds. In another historically African-American school,
one in an inner city that was almost exclusively African-American,
parents described how their neighborhood pride had been raised by
the school’s multicultural education program. This second school
had also proven more effective at raising achievement for nontran-
sient students between third and fifth grade than were other Accel-
erated Schools in the same urban area that had not taken a
multicultural approach (Slack and St. John 1999). In a third histor-
ically African-American school, an African-American teacher com-
mented that she had learned she could care for all children, whites
as well as African-American, as a result of her experience with Accel-
erated Schools Project. When teachers began to share their feelings
with each other, the racial divisions within schools began to break
down (St. John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997). Thus caring com-
munities of educators committed to the development of all children,
their families, and neighborhoods had been created in these schools.
In these cases, this new caring community model built on the
African-American traditions in these schools.

In combination, these examples point to the possibility that
within the African-American tradition there is a strong culture of
care that can be built upon efforts to restructure urban schools (e.g.,
Comer et al. 1996; Finnan et al. 1996). Indeed, this review suggests
the possibly of creating just and caring school communities that com-
bine aspects of the just community school concept, broadened to
include important aspects of the caring community concept that
emerges from an examination of schools that have restructured
within the African-American tradition. The ethic of care and rela-
tionship may be an important balance to the more conventional pat-
terns of academic achievement that dominate the majority schools.
The decline in this underlying culture of care in African-American
schools could also contribute to the perceptions of problems in the
new urban schools recreated under the mandates of desegregation
and in response to recent, test-driven reform mandates.

The idea that care and collectivity provide an alternative basis
for thinking about moral maturity, an understanding that emanates
from Gilligan’s feminist critique of Kohlberg’s theory, provides an
alternative construct from which to view desegregation and integra-
tion. Specifically, some African-American schools and colleges with a
strong tradition of care and supportive relationships involving fami-
lies appear to be able to support integration with majority students.
By expanding our understanding of integration to include the culture
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of care and collectivity, it is possible to illuminate some of the quali-
ties of the African-American tradition of education that could add to
the foundations used in teacher education.

What Desegregation Querlooked

This review of the moral aspect of school desegregation provides
insight into what was overlooked in the efforts to achieve desegrega-
tion of public schools. Desegregation was approached within a nar-
row vision of integration that emphasized numeric integration. The
conventional, legal system of justice reinforced this narrow view.
Thus it is extremely ironic that schools are now more segregated
than they were before Brown; however, the human dimension of
integration—the goal of creating just and caring learning environ-
ments for all children—was overlooked in the legally mandated
desegregation process. As a result the African-American tradition of
care was forced out of schools in favor of the new emphasis on excel-
lence. Therefore, it is important to refocus integration efforts on the
human dimension of the process.

Rethinking Reform

Desegregation overlooked the importance of preserving and
enhancing the African-American tradition of education. Indeed,
placing more emphasis on this tradition can potentially bring a bet-
ter balance between justice and care for all students. The desegre-
gation remedies constructed by the courts did not live up to the ideal
posed by the integration dream, a dream that values equality in edu-
cation and social institutions.

Although Kohlberg’s advanced stages are based on universal
principles of social equity and justice, the concept of just community
schools has not proven to provide a workable basis for achieving the
integration ideal. Creating just community schools based on the West-
ern concepts of justice (e.g., Power et al. 1999) seems to have over-
looked the concepts of collectivity and care that are integral to the
African-American education tradition (Walker 1996). Thus the alter-
native of a broader construct, one that creates more room for care and
collectivity, seems to hold promise. Education in the African-American
tradition has something important to add to efforts to create more
complete images of systemic desegregation and integration within
schools. The image of African American education that emerges from
this review is that of schools as learning environments with support-
ive relationships and a commitment to caring for all children.
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Kohlberg (1981) argued the progressive tradition was an essen-
tial foundation of school reform:

The progressive position appears idealistic rather than
pragmatic, industrial-vocational or adjustment oriented, as
is often charged by critics of progressivism who view it
as ignoring “excellence.” But Dewey’s idealism is supported
by Piagetian psychological findings [the foundation of
Kohlberg’s early stages], which indicate all children, not
only well-born college students, are “philosophers” intent
on organizing their lives into universal patterns. . .. Our
educational system currently faces a choice between two
forms of injustice, the first an imposition of an arbitrary
academic education on all, the second a division into supe-
rior academic track and an inferior vocational track. The
developmental conception remains the only rationale for
solving these injustices and for providing the basis for a
truly democratic education process. (95-96)

For the past two decades the excellence notion of education
improvement has predominated while the conditions of many urban
systems have remained troubled. Although we agree that an alterna-
tive paradigm is needed, perhaps even one that builds on older pro-
gressive traditions, we think that this new image needs to be open to
the tradition of care that was central to African-American education
before desegregation. Gilligan’s arguments about care and collectivity
opened the door to defining moral development and education in new
ways that include the voices of women and people of color (1998). At
the very least this open door needs to be widened a bit more to include
voices from the African-American tradition, along with the progressive
foundations of the U.S. common school, as integral aspects of urban
education in this new era of “desegregated” schools.

Integrating the African American
in Restructuring

As we ponder this the emergence of this new postdesegregation
period, we hypothesize that it is crucial to explore ways of integrat-
ing an emphasis on the African-American tradition with the new
emphasis on excellence, as a part of comprehensive structuring
processes. To integrate new philosophies into a structuring process,
it s necessary for the reform model to be process oriented. Although
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many of the models approved by the states and the federal govern-
ment for CSR are emphasize process over curriculum, not all have
the flexibility needed to integrate a new philosophy. However, many
of these models, such as Hudson’s Modern Red Schoolhouse, use
back mapping from educational standards to curriculum as a central
feature of their process (St. John et al. in preparation), which limits
the capacity of educators to integrate a new philosophy. Based on a
detailed review of the CSR models (St. John et al. in preparation),
we conclude that two CSR models seem compatible with an integra-
tion of the African-American tradition. Comer’s School Development
Process emphasizes a community mental health approach that is
compatible with this tradition (Comer et al. 1996). Also, the process
approach in accelerated schools enables educators to develop their
own school visions (Hopefenberg, Levin, and Associates 1993), which
means it is compatible with this approach. In this section, we exam-
ine a couple of Accelerated Schools that developed approaches to
reform that exhibited features of the African-American tradition.

Cresent Park Elementary School

“I am the dream!” There was standing room only in the State
Department of Education’s auditorium that morning as each person
in the audience looked both pleased and surprised that such an
exceptionally commanding voice emanated from such a brief struc-
ture. Marc stood on a chair at the podium and still had to tiptoe to
get near the microphone:

I wear a necktie to school each day to remind myself and my
schoolmates that we are gentlemen who can settle our dif-
ferences with respect and without fighting. Each morning as
I straighten that necktie in the mirror, I feel proud of myself
and my friends . . . and when my teacher calls me “Mr.
Hicks,” I feel proud to be living Dr. King’s dream.

By the time Marc was finished, there were few dry eyes amid
those offering him a standing ovation. And, although the applause
continued for several minutes, with lights flashing and cameras
clicking, Marc stepped down and returned to his mother’s side, look-
ing totally unaware that very few third-grade boys like himself had
earned such an honor. Marc had won first place in the elementary
school category of his school district’s Annual Martin Luther King
Essay Contest. A state board of education official had heard him
deliver his essay at the award ceremony and invited him, his
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mother, his teacher, and the school principal to the state depart-
ment’s budget hearing that morning to demonstrate . . . our money
at work.”

The principal, Jan Woods, has worked hard over the past seven-
teen years at recognizing and seizing such opportunities. Recalling
her appointment as the principal of Cresent Park Elementary, she
recalled that she had seen it as an opportunity to “. . . change the
learning outcomes in a school that had not yet accepted academic
failure as its status quo.” She went on to admit that she had been
scared “out of my wits” because she knew that she would be getting
a veteran faculty in every sense of the word. She knew that change
would not be easy because for many in the school and the commu-
nity, the current reality had not caught up with the school’s once
excellent reputation.

Making a decision to begin slowly, the first thing Jan did was to
put together an administrative team to explore school problems and
advise her on decisions. The team met once a month and consisted of
upper, lower, and special education chairpersons, a ranking teacher,
and a building representative of the teachers’ union. By 1990, they
had begun a full-scale self-assessment process which led them to a
unanimous agreement regarding the school’s need to change. They
found that Cresent Park’s enrollment, which was 99 percent African-
American, had remained relatively stable between 405 and 439 stu-
dents in grades prekindergarten through sixth between 1985 and
1990. But their demographic profile had changed: 60 percent of the
students now qualified for free lunch; and although the school’s
age/grade distributions showed no significant abnormalities, there
had been a steady decline in reading interest and proficiency at all
levels. In fact, the overall results on standardized tests for 1989-90
showed that more than 25 percent of the students were reading
below grade level (36.4% of the boys and 28.7% of the girls in grades
one through three).

Once they had been notified that their school had been selected as
the pilot restructuring site, Jan chose seven teachers, the administra-
tive team and two others, to join her that summer in participating in
a week of training at the University of New Orleans. These were per-
sons she had come to trust and depend upon. Their enthusiasm was
very high by the end of the week, and they immediately set a date to
get together to plan the training format for the rest of the Cresent
Park faculty and staff. It was agreed that the principal should ask fac-
ulty to voluntarily come into the school three days before their official
starting date for the training. Most of the faculty and staff responded
positively and attended all three days. By the end of the third day, the
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faculty had completed plans for implementing the process beginning
the first day of school. Cadres were identified, everyone had volun-
teered for one of them, and plans were underway for bringing students
and parents into the start-up process.

However, on the first day of the next school year, the teacher’s
union voted its membership into an official job action. Seventy-five
percent of the teachers at Cresent Park Elementary School were out
on strike that first day, with the number steadily growing towards
the end of the first week. You can almost see Jan Woods shudder as
she recalls her feelings during that first week of school:

The district was demanding that we keep the schools open
as usual. . . . Parents were calling and coming in with con-
cerns about the safety of their children and the quality of the
substitutes. . . . Teachers were marching outside the school
with angry signs and shouting hostile slogans. . . . Most of
my key people in the [restructuring] process turned out to be
union organizers on the strike line. All but two of those who
attended the summer training with me were not out on the
picket line. . . . It was a nightmare, not at all like I'd pictured
the opening of school that year.

Jan recalled that she felt sick most of the time but had to keep
going, she had a school to run and the welfare of the children to
ensure. The strike lasted twenty-two days, and during that period
the unity of the school’s faculty was seriously diminished. Teachers
who did not go out on strike suffered harsh verbal harassment on a
daily basis, and there were a few instances of personal property
damage inflicted on them by persons with whom they had worked
for years. Within the school, the principal reported that three dis-
tinct factions existed after the strike: those teachers who did not
strike, a few teachers who were on strike but who were able to put
the strike and its issues behind them once they returned to school,
and those who went out on strike and returned to school very bitter
and determined not to forget. They continued to speak out against
the district for provoking the strike in the first place, the community
because it didn’t support the union’s actions, and the principal who
tried to show that business could go on as usual without them.
Counting on the faculty’s ability to work through these difficulties,
Jan waited for time to heal their wounds. After a few weeks of trying
to bridge this disjunction in her school, she began to realize that the
tensions were increasing instead of diminishing. Most of the teach-
ers she usually depended on and confided in had gone out on strike
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and were now very distant, if not openly hostile. During the strike
she had come to rely on those teachers who remained in the school.
And now the hostility which existed between those two groups left
her with a sense of isolation:

I had been a strong union supporter before I became a prin-
cipal, so I understood their position when they went out.
Once the strike was over, I called a faculty meeting and
announced that I understood that they had to do what they
had to do, that I had to do what I had to do. I asked them to
join me in putting the strike behind us and getting back to
work for our babies . . . it didn’t work, they were too bitter.

She decided to meet with each of the three faction’s informal
leaders to obtain their thoughts on how best to restore unity within
the school. Each of them expressed feelings that someone else should
make the first move. Exasperated, Principal Woods turned to the
staff on the restructuring process who recommended third-party
intervention and healing facilitation.

A two-day workshop “Anger Management and Conflict Resolu-
tion” was arranged for the faculty. An experienced consultant was
hired to conduct the workshop. He familiarized himself with the
school’s profile and the principles and values of the restructuring
process in order to develop a format for working with the faculty. In
the workshop, the faculty came to see conflict as the natural
dynamic in the group change process. They managed to regain some
of their original group self-confidence, and by the close of the work-
shop, the faculty had been exposed to concepts of self-managed
teams, shared team control, adaptation to school change through
conflict, and some techniques for identifying and solving problems in
a group format. They later discovered that the literature refers to
their workshop experiences as “capacity building”—achieving unity
of purpose through conflict, inquiry, resolution, and application. In a
traditional school teachers and administers would have had little or
no opportunity for such a group experience and would have doubt-
fully ever built a capacity to work together with a unity of purpose.
Most faculties never develop the skills for identifying and defining
their own challenges.

Upon their return from the holiday break, all of the faculty
and support staff resumed involvement in restructuring activities.
New leadership emerged as members volunteered to chair commit-
tees and subcommittees; more and more teachers stepped forward
to provide information and expertise that revealed talents and
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interests previously unshared. No one worked harder than Jan
Woods, however. At first she had been stunned and very hurt by
her faculty’s accusations regarding her leadership; but the more
she examined her own actions and questioned her own beliefs, the
more she began to see the contradictions. Over and over she began
to replay the words which Dr. Henry Levin had challenged the
school community not only “. . . talk the talk but also walk the
walk.” Jan vowed to herself that she would regain the trust and
confidence of her faculty. She constantly reflected on the principles
and values of the restructuring process. Giving teachers responsi-
bility and empowering them to make the decisions which she could,
did not come easily. After all, she had distinguished herself as a
leader in the district and was appointed to a principalship when
she was in her early 30s because of her ability to take charge and
lead others. Now she was struggling to learn a new set of behaviors
and adopt a different style of leadership.

In retrospect, everyone came to agree that the implementation
of the restructuring process may have been delayed by the strike,
but it was not retarded by it. In fact, its progression and chances for
success were enhanced by the strike. The aftermath of the strike
produced situations of conflict sufficient to involve the entire school
community in a collective posture of questioning, testing, and
change seeking.

Michael Fullan (1999) describes meaningful educational change
as the result of such significant conflict. He states that the first
change occurs in the individuals as they each are forced to examine
their personal values. These values then function to shape their pro-
fessional beliefs and practices in a manner which facilitates joining
with others for a collective action. During the controversial strike,
several parents served as substitute teachers in the school. For
many of them, this was their first time in a school since they them-
selves had been students. And, although the strike presented an
unusual backdrop, all of these parents were afforded an opportunity
to learn what actually goes on in a school during the course of a
school day. Events and circumstances that emanated from the strike
required almost constant collaboration and cooperation between the
principal, the regular teachers, and these parent substitutes.

Parents’ advice and suggestions were not only entertained by
the regular school personnel, but in many instances they were also
solicited. Therefore, after the strike, the involvement of parents
evolved almost naturally. Many of the fathers who previously had
not been past the front office began to inquire about the repair
needs they returned on weekends with their own materials and
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supplies to make repairs. Within a short time, this group evolved
into what is now known as the “Dads’ Club,” and they are credited
with improving the school’s physical environment. They worked
diligently to rewire and air condition every room in the school
except the cafeteria. The interior and exterior of the buildings were
repainted, furniture was repaired, businesses were solicited to
donate equipment and supplies, and talent was secured to decorate
classrooms and hallways.

One of the first things a visitor notices about Cresent Park Ele-
mentary School upon entering the first building are the colorful wall
murals depicting scenes and characters from African American his-
tory, traditional nursery rhymes, and contemporary children’s car-
toons. Children’s work is displayed on the numerous boards, cases,
and hanging lines that are situated all over the school.

At first discipline and safety were issues for parents. They began
to take an active role in providing security for the school. Their pres-
ence had a positive impact on discipline. Service on the various cadres
during the taking stock stage and the vision forging activities pro-
vided them with input into establishing an Afrocentric and multicul-
tural curriculum base with self-esteem building as the major focus.
Parents got involved in planning special events that not only provided
cultural and historical exposure for the students, but in most
instances brought in participants from the larger community.

Many local political and business personalities in the city at
that time had grown up in that neighborhood and had attended Cre-
sent Park Elementary. Media coverage and attention from members
of the city council and school board officials during the Accelerated
Schools implementation and vision celebrations provided more of an
impetus for parent involvement with classroom processes than Jan
Woods could have hoped for. School pride was high among parents
and teachers as they worked together to improve student achieve-
ment. Teachers accepted parental input almost as if it was the nat-
ural way to work. Extra hands in the classrooms allowed teachers
to plan lessons which they may not have dared a year before. It
became obvious to everyone that having a retirement-aged commu-
nity, with persons available during the day to come into the school,
was one of Cresent Park’s greatest strengths.

By the end of the first year of restructuring, the school had begun
to distinguish itself in the school district. To address the reading and
writing deficits in the school, the curriculum cadre secured consul-
tants to come in and work with teachers and parents to begin a cre-
ative writing project. Teachers were trained in techniques for using
writing across the curriculum, and parents were given techniques
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and advice about encouraging their children at home. The cadre also
launched a project called DEAR—Drop Everything And Read—where
everyone in the school departed from regular school work and read
any literature of their choice for twenty minutes each day. During
these periods parents came into the school and either read to small
groups of children, read with their own children, or simply read
something of their own choice alongside the children. Throughout the
school, students could be observed lying on the floor in classes, halls,
and outside breezeways. No calls were accepted in the school during
this period, because even the clerical staff stopped to read. Reading
materials and activities increased in the homes and within one year
the reading scores took a significant jump up.

Jessie Qwens Elementary School

Don Banks moves at two speeds, fast and faster. As soon as a
decision is made in his school community, he’s off to the telephone,
making contacts, finding the resources to turn the decision into a
reality. His daily routine includes repeated telephone interruptions
from such persons as the city’s district attorney, university deans,
fire marshals, television personalities, and bank representatives.
The list reads as if Don were the mayor of a big city.

Jessie Owens Elementary School is now referred to as Jessie
Owens Accelerated City and Don Banks is the principal. Many of the
people he must speak with on the phone each day are people he con-
tacts in order to get support resources for a school project or on
behalf of a family in need. His motto is “Ask! There can only be one
of two answers.” An example of this would be when the faculty
decided to change the name and improve the school’s appearance.
Within weeks of the decision, the campus was being transformed.

Jessie Owens is on the north side of this Louisiana city which is
still struggling to pull up from the economic decline caused after the
bottom fell out of the oil industry. A great portion of the working pop-
ulation in that region of the state are now either fishermen or farm-
ers. The school itself is situated in a low socioeconomic area,
primarily composed of either working class or government assisted
households. Ninety-seven percent of the students receive either free
or reduced-cost lunches, placing them in relative poverty. Owens is
the only school in the school district which serves all the govern-
ment-funded housing projects. Enrollment is steady, approximately
945 students (90.96% African-American; 9% white, 0.04% Latino/a
and other) in grades preschool through fifth. The school has one non-
categorical preschool handicapped special education class, eight
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kindergarten classes, eight first-grade classes, seven second-grade
classes, seven third-grade classes, six fourth-grade, and four fifth-
grade classes. There are also three mildly mentally handicapped
special education classes and a behavior-disordered special educa-
tion class. In addition to fifty-seven regular classroom teachers, the
faculty also consists of two full-time resource teachers, two full-time
speech and language pathologists, four Title I teachers, two coun-
selors, a librarian and library assistant, a physical education coach
and an aid, and a computer proctor. A large portion of these person-
nel are located in seven portable buildings. The school was originally
constructed in 1959, when the neighborhood was still a white mid-
dle-class single-family dwelling area, to accommodate a maximum of
600 students.

Along with Principal Banks, there are two assistant principals,
a secretary and an office clerk who make up the administrative staff.
Don says that he had to fight with the school district to get the third
administrator when he took the job in 1990. Two years after they
agreed to place another assistant principal at Owens, it became a
district policy to place two assistant administrators in any school
where the enrollment exceeds 600.

Don fought for the extra administrative help because he needed
to make a difference in the school as soon as he got there. Tensions
were high in the school and in the neighborhood when he was called
from his principalship at a south side middle school and asked to go
to Jessie Owens Elementary. The previous principal had been a
dividing force among faculty and parents; teacher and student
morale and attendance were extremely low, and discipline problems
were extraordinarily high. One teacher, who predates all of the
administrators at the school, characterized the state of the school as
a “dumping ground.” She explained that teachers who had problems
at other schools were reassigned there; students who were on the
road to expulsion were sent there; and other faculty and staff vacan-
cies were generally filled with available applicants after all other
schools had been staffed. Many of the competent teachers would
leave the school as soon as they acquired the seniority to move to a
better school. The school had scarce resources, no enrichment or
extracurricular activities, and no parent involvement. Student
achievement was the lowest in the school district.

At the initial training, the Owens group began planning and
organizing implementation plans almost from the first day. This
enthusiasm was evident in the rapid school transformation which
followed. Each of the group members studied the process, reflected
on its meaning and internalized it individually. They began the
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taking stock process with the rest of the school at the same time as
they began experimenting in their own classrooms. Because they
were such a large faculty, reorganizing into a more equitable and
efficient governing structure gave everyone something to do. To
keep everyone on the right track, the steering committee selected
one person whose sole responsibility was to learn all the ins-and-
outs of the restructuring process.

Jessie Owens pioneered new approaches that the rest of the
schools in the state network took note of once they learned inquiry
and began to use it; they developed check list and reporting forms for
cadres to demonstrate that their decisions had been derived through
the use of inquiry. Each cadre poured over sections of the taking
stock data, and reported to steering and then to the school as a
whole before any change actions were planned. Changing the exte-
rior physical appearance of the school resulted from questionnaire
data on how personnel, students, parents, and the larger community
felt about it. Changes to the interior were accomplished through
innovations occurring in the curricular practices of the teachers.

They realized that the grade-level building configuration of the
school served to divide the students and teachers, stifle the flow of
ideas across the faculty, and inhibit the creation of community.
Through inquiry, buildings became multigrade neighborhoods,
teachers began to plan multigrade units, and students of all ages
and grades got to participate in the renovation and revitalization. In
one building they selected the theme “We are the World.” Curricular
planning took on a global perspective, and as each class completed
the study of a country and its people, they decorated the classes and
hall with images and symbols representing it. Eventually a wall
mural of the entire globe was depicted in the hall and every child
could point to the exact portion she or he had painted. Attendance
improved and discipline went down. Students dared not miss out on
their turn at the wall.

Breaking through to get parents involved was much more diffi-
cult. Many times when students became ill at school, they had to
either remain at school or be brought home by school personnel
because parents either could not be contacted or did not respond.
Don had many discussions with faculty regarding how to attack this
problem. It was decided that if the parents would not come to the
school, then they would go where the parents were. One day Don, a
counselor, and two parents went to a large project (where 300 of the
families lived).

Teachers designed parent in-service sessions to acquaint them
with the process and the school, and specific assignments were
posted for parents, including things which could be done at home.
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When many parents protested that the lack of a bus route near the
school posed an inconvenience in getting there, Don requested that
the steering committee create an ad hoc committee to address the
problem. The committee requested local merchants join the school in
making these requests. Several months later a city bus stop was cre-
ated within one block of the school.

Realizing the limited resources of his parents, Don approached
the steering committee with the idea of offering incentives to par-
ents to get them into the school. A cadre working on obtaining more
business partners obtained a sponsor for bus tokens. Don offered a
family assistance agency space in his school for their food distrib-
ution process that occurred four times a year. Before long, the
neighborhood had come into the school—parents, agencies, adult
education services, and universities for research and field place-
ment opportunities. When the school district had to cut its janitor-
ial and maintenance budget, all schools suffered except Jessie
Owens Elementary.

Parent volunteers were encouraged to get district certification
to become employed in the school. Title I and other grant money had
increased the school technology program from one lab with no com-
puters in the classrooms to four computer labs. A parent volunteer
obtained her GED, then was certified as an assistant by the district,
trained in computer literacy, and hired on a full-time basis as a proc-
tor. A cadre of teachers who are responsible for scheduling in the
school has scheduled thirty minutes a day for every child on a com-
puter. The computer proctor is now assisted by a pool of parent vol-
unteers. The parent coordinator, who was hired shortly after the
faculty identified space on the campus, secured furniture and equip-
ment donations as well as funds to pay the proctor. The coordinator
had two children in the school, worked full time, but was always
available to volunteer on her day off. Of her decision to take the job
at Owens, she said:

When he (Don) explained the position to me and offered it to
me, I quit my job the same day to come here and work. Mr.
Banks is very understanding, he’s open-minded. He’ll listen
to any idea you may have and he’ll tell you quick; if you
think it can work, give it a try. . . . This is family. . . . There
is no other school with a parent center of this magnitude
with the materials we have, and I’'m proud of that.

The center has distinguished itself across the state to the extent that
school personnel now have to call in and are placed on a schedule for
visits to observe how it works.
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So much has improved at Jessie Owens, but Don is the first to
tell you that it has not been easy and that there is still a lot to do:

I've made mistakes, I mean I could just hit the ceilings. . . .
my hairline is falling further back, you know. . . . I can still
come here, laugh and smile . . . and hopefully for me I've had
more good days here than bad days. The bulk of anything our
kids get here comes from the faculty . . . still . . . you still got
the drug addicts out there. I mean we found out right after
the holidays here in January when we returned a 4th grader
who was dressing his kindergarten sister and literally break-
ing out of the house to come to school. And they were walk-
ing up the . . . two-way highway coming to school in the
morning because mama was trying to lock them in the house
to stay home and take care of young brothers or sisters.

With these comments, Don revealed his personal commitment to
working within the school to be a catalyst for change in the commu-
nity. His efforts to bring adult education programs into the school
had helped, but he knew there was still much more that needed to
be done.

Restructuring and the
African-American Tradition

The Crescent Park and Jessie Owens cases illustrate examples
of integrating the African-American tradition of care into a restruc-
turing process that aims to improve student learning outcomes.
Based on the literature review, we hypothesized: it is crucial to
explore ways of integrating an emphasis on the African-American
tradition with the new emphasis on excellence, as a part of compre-
hensive structuring processes. These initial cases illuminate three
aspects of the restructuring processes that merit note, as we reflect
on this hypothesis.

First, connectivity to the community provides urban schools with
support for integrating care into the restructuring. The research on
the African-American tradition before desegregation reveals that con-
nectivity to the community was a crucial part of enabling schools to
support the development of children. In both of the cases, this empha-
sis was evident. At Crescent Park, a Dad’s Club was formed from a
group of fathers who had learned about the restructuring process.
Their involvement was visible in every aspect of the school culture
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and was manifest in culture of the school. At Jessie Owen, building a
strong link to the community proved difficult initially because metro
bus routes did not go by the school and because of the history of treat-
ing children and parents as a “dumping” ground. However, by work-
ing with the city and local businesses a new structure was created
that provided incentives and means for involvement. And a new cul-
ture did emerge in the school that was not only welcoming to parents,
but that bought parents’love and care into the school.

Second, a caring attitude toward all teachers, all students, and
all parents seems central to creating an involving restructuring
process. The ethic of care is closely linked to the concept of connec-
tivity in both Gilligan’s feminist view and in the African-American
tradition. As we reflect on these cases, it seems crucial that there be
an emphasis on care for all involved in the school and its community.
The union issues may have accentuated the need for communication
and care among teachers at Crescent City, but there were also divi-
sions among teachers at Jessie Owens. At these and other acceler-
ated schools included in the Louisiana study, there was a need to
heal divisions among teachers (St. John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes
1997). Further, teachers seem to need a community of support
among themselves as they reached out to parents. Understanding
their own differences enabled teachers to reach out to and under-
stand the voices of parents, to recognize their love and care for their
children. For the parents, this welcoming environment was crucial.
Once they felt welcome, they worked with their schools to create
learning environments that support parent learning as well as child
learning. Opportunities for parent education were created in both of
these schools, as well as other Louisiana Accelerated Schools (St.
John, Griffith, and Allen-Haynes 1997). Further, care for children,
by teachers and parents, as well as among children was evident in
these schools. The movement toward multigrade learning communi-
ties a Jessie Owens illustrates an overt effort to create a structural
strategy to foster this climate.

Finally, the ultimate focus of restructuring is to create a caring
environment that accelerates learning for every child. This concept
is certainly related to the African-American concept that “it take a
village to raise a child”, as well as with Comer’s School Develop-
ment process (Comer et al. 1996) and Levin’s Accelerated School
Project (St. John et al. 1997). At Jessie Owens, the outreach and cli-
mate of care influence families to keep their children in the school,
rather than to move on to find better schools. At Crescent Park, not
only did a few children gain recognition for essays, but test scores
also improved, especially for children who stayed in the school also
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increased, even compared to similar children in other Accelerated
Schools (Slack and St. John 1999). This aspect of the African-Amer-
ican tradition is where the linkages to the intent of new conserva-
tive reformers can be found. Indeed, the CSR reforms (chapter 7),
and early reading reforms (chapter 6), and voucher experiments
(chapter 8) are rationalized on arguments about improving learning
outcomes. As these cases illustrate, reform that carries forward key
elements of the African-American tradition can also support these
new ventures.

Interestingly, these principles, or intermediate hypothesizes,
are not incompatible with the intent of other reformers. Although
these cases stop short of providing empirical evidence of a confirma-
tory nature, we think they provide compelling evidence that merits
reflection. That is, reform processes that build on African-American
traditions can improve learning outcomes. Although we do not
reduce these insights to a claim that implementing the African-
American tradition, by itself, will improve student outcomes, we do
think there are lessons here to ponder. Clearly reform and tradition
are not incompatible. Indeed, quite the opposite appears to be the
case. Therefore, we conclude by suggesting that it is important to
explore methods of integrating these aspects of the African American
tradition into restructuring and other reform processes.

References

Argyris, C. 1993. Knowledge for action: A guide to overcoming barriers to
organizational change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Banks, J. A. 1991. A curriculum for empowerment, action, and change. In
Empowerment through multicultural education, edited by C. E.
Sleeter. Albany: State University of New York Press.

. 1995. Multicultural education: Historical development, dimensions,
and practice. In Handbook of research on multicultural education,
edited by J. A. Banks and C. M. Banks. New York: Macmillan.

Blum, L. 1999. Race, community, and moral education: Kohlberg and Speil-
berg as civic educators. Journal of Moral Education 28: 125—43.

Cadray, J. P. 1996. Enhancing multiculturalism in a teacher preparation
program: A reflective analysis of a practitioner’s intervention. Disser-
tation Abstracts International 57(8): 330A. (University Microfilms No.
97-01563).

. 1997. Deconstructing bias: Reframing the teacher preparation cur-
riculum. Journal for a Just and Caring Education 3: 76-94.



Rediscovering the African-American Tradition 273

Comer, J. P., N. M. Haynes, E. T. Joyner, and M. Ben-Avie, eds. 1996. Rally-
ing the whole village: The Comer process for reforming education.
New York: Teachers’ College Press.

Conrad, C. F., E. M. Brier, and J. M. Braxton. 1997. Factors contributing to
matriculation of white students in public HBCUs. Journal for a Just
and Caring Education 3: 37-62.

Cross, B. E. 1993. How do we prepare teachers to improve race relations?
Educational Leadership 50(May): 64—65.

Dempsey, V., and G. Noblit. 1993. The demise of caring in an African Amer-
ican community: One consequence of school desegregation. Urban
Review 25: 47-61.

Doyle, W. 1990. Themes in teacher education. In Handbook of research on
teacher education: A project of the Association of Teacher Educators,
edited by W. R. Houston, M. Habermas, and J. Sikula. New York:
Macmillan.

Feiman-Nemser, S. 1990. Teacher preparation: Structural and conceptual
alternatives. In Handbook of research on teacher education: A pro-
Ject of the Association of Teacher Educators, edited by W. R. Hous-
ton, M. Habermas, and J. Sikula. New York: Macmillan.

Finnan, C., E. P. St. John, S. P. Slovacek, and J. McCarthy, eds. 1996. Accel-
erated schools in action: Lessons from the field. Thousand Oaks,
Calif.: Corwin.

Fleming, J. 1984. Blacks in college: A comparative study of students’ success
in black and white colleges. San Francisco: Jossey Bass.

Fossey, R. 1998. Desegregation is not enough: Facing the truth about urban
schools. In Race, the courts, and equal education: The limits of the
law, edited by R. Fossey. New York: AMS Press.

Fullan, M. 1999. Change forces: The sequel. Philadelphia: Falmer Press.

Gilligan, C. 1977. In a different voice: Women’s conceptions of self and of
morality. Harvard Educational Review 47: 481-517.

. 1982. In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s devel-
opment. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

. 1998. Remembering Larry. Journal of Moral Education 27: 125-40.

Hopfenberg, W. S., H. S. Levin, and associates. 1993. Accelerated Schools
resource guide. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hossler, D. 1997. Historically black colleges and universities: Scholarly
inquiry and personal reflections. Journal for a Just and Caring Edu-
cation 3: 114-26.



274 Leetta Allen-Haynes, et al.

Irvine, R. W., and J. J. Irvine. 1983. The impact of the desegregation process
on the education of black students: Key variables. Journal of Negro
Education 52: 410-21.

Joyce, B. 1975. Conceptions of man and their implications for teacher edu-
cation. In Teacher education, edited by K. Ryan. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press.

King, M. L. 1986 I have a dream. Ebony, January, 40—-42.

Kohlberg, L. 1981. The philosophy of moral development: Moral stages and
the idea of justice. Vol. I: Essays on moral development. San Francisco:
Harper and Row.

. 1984. The psychology of moral development: The nature and validity
of moral stages. Vol. I1: Essays on moral development. San Francisco:
Harper and Row.

McDonough, P. M., A. L. Antonio, and J. W. Trent. 1997. Black students,
black colleges: An African-American college choice model. Journal for
a Just and Caring Education 3: 9-36.

Mirén, L. F., E. P. St. John, and B. Davidson. 1998. Implementing school
restructuring in the inner city. Urban Review 30: 137—-66.

Orfield, G. 1992. Money, equity, and college access. Harvard Education
Review 62: 337-72.

Orfield, G., and S. F. Eaton. 1996. Dismantling desegregation: The quiet
reversal of Brown v. Board of Education. New York: New Press.

Power, F. C., A. Higgins, and L. Kohlberg. 1989. Lawrence Kohlberg’s
approach to moral education. New York: Columbia University Press.

St. John, E. P. 1997. Desegregation at a cross-roads: Possible new directions.
Journal for a Just and Caring Education 3: 127-34.

St. John, E. P, and L. D. Burlew. 1993. A developmental perspective on
reflective practice: An application of Jung’s theory of individuation.
Louisiana Journal of Counseling 4: 9-24.

St. John, E. P., A. I. Griffith, and L. Allen-Haynes. 1997. Families in schools:
A chorus of voices in restructuring. Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann.

St. John, E. P., S. Loescher, S. Jacob, O. Cekic, and associates. (In prepa-
ration).

Slack, J. B., and E. P. St. John. 1999. A practical model for measuring the
effect of school reform on the reading achievement of non-transient
learners. Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educa-
tional Research Association, April.

Schon, D. A. 1983. The reflective practitioner. New York: Basic Books.



Rediscovering the African-American Tradition 275

Sleeter, C. E., and C. A. Grant. 1988. Making choices for multicultural edu-
cation: Five approaches to race, class and gender. Columbus, Ohio:
Merrill.

Teddlie, C. 1998. Four literatures associated with the study of equal educa-
tion and desegregation in the United States. In Race, the courts, and
equal education: The limits of the law, edited by R. Fossey. New York:
AMS Press.

Tierney, W. G. 1989. Curricular landscapes, democratic vistas: Transforma-
tive leadership in higher education. New York: Praeger.

Walker, V. S. 1996. Their highest potential: An African American school com-
munity in the segregated south. Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press.

Ward, J. V. 1995. Cultivating a morality of care in African American adoles-
cents: A cultural model of violence prevention. Harvard Educational
Review 65: 175-88.

Williams, J. B. 1997a. Race discrimination in public higher education:
Interpreting federal civil rights enforcement, 1964-1996. Westport,
Conn.: Praeger.

. 1997b. Systemwide desegregation of public higher education: A
research agenda. Journal for a Just and Caring Education 3: 63—75.

Zeichner, K. M. 1983. Alternative paradigms of teacher education. Journal
of Teacher Education 34: 3-9.

Zeichner, K. M., and D. P. Liston. 1990. Traditions of reform in U.S. teacher
education. Journal of Teacher Education 41: 3-20.



This page intentionally left blank.


yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.


Part V

A Critical-Empirical View



This page intentionally left blank.


yanulada
This page intentionally left blank.


Chapter 12

A Critical-Empirical Perspective on
Urban School Reform

Edward P. St. John and Louis Mirén

Urban schools continue to be at the center of controversy.
There are many new initiatives, including reading and compre-
hensive reforms, which encourage urban schools to adopt “proven,”
“research-based” methods. There other new initiatives, including
state and mayoral takeovers and efforts to push vouchers, which
indicates that some policymakers apparently have given up on
urban schools as they are currently structured. Given these com-
plex and seemingly contradictory initiatives, it is imperative that
the policy researchers and educators develop a better understand-
ing of these reform initiates. The chapters in this volume, in com-
bination, provide a basis for developing a critical-empirical
perspective on urban school reform, a perspective that might bet-
ter inform efforts to improve urban education. Toward this end,
this chapter revisits the four questions that guided the inquiries in
earlier chapters.

Situating Urban School Reform

How were the reforms situated historically? After nearly a half
century of urban school reform efforts, it is an appropriate to reflect
on the ways the history of urban school reform can inform a new
generation of reform efforts. Since the Little Rock school desegrega-
tion decision in 1954, there has been a litany of efforts to “reform”
and “transform” urban schools.

279
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Race and Class are Central to Urban School Reform

Race and social class are central to urban school reform because
of the great economic and racial diversity in U.S. cities. Since Little
Rock, the efforts to reform urban schools have been preoccupied with
issues of race, whether or not the role of race was explicit. To under-
stand why race and class are central however, we need only ponder
the role of the courts in urban school desegregation and school
finance reform. However, racial differences also mean class differ-
ences in U.S. cities.

The mandates of the courts prior to the Brown decision were
that schools could be separate, but they must be equal. The NAACP
and other advocates for social justice had litigated on inequality in
opportunity for decades before the Brown decision, why equal oppor-
tunity for a quality education became a social policy issue, especially
after Brown (chapter 1). Initially the strategies that courts man-
dated in school desegregation cases in both the South and the North
focused on diversity in the opportunity to attend desegregated
schools and focused on redrawing district boundaries and busing
students. These strategies rapidly ran into problems because not all
schools were equal, nor did all schools have equal resources.

A number of the strategies used in the second wave of desegre-
gation remedies essentially set the stage for the school reform efforts
of the past two decades. In the 1970s, courts were mandating that
urban school adopt themes and that they be open to students across
urban districts, a form of remedy that not only piloted tested school
choice (Willie 1991), but that had many of the features of charter
schools. Over time, the efforts to desegregate schools in urban set-
ting became early experiments in urban school reform.

Inequities in school finance are also linked to race and social
class in U.S. society. In spite of the new mandate to desegregate
urban schools, the economic differences between urban schools and
suburban schools became more evident and urban education became
more central to finance reform (chapter 2). Because class and race
are so inexorably linked in U.S. society, it is too easy to reduce the
problem to social class difference. Not only are there wide class dis-
parities between most urban schools, but there are even more sub-
stantial race differences. Therefore, it would be a mistake to ignore
the role racial differences has played in education reform.

Indeed, as the reviews of the Chicago (chapter 9) and Detroit
(chapter 5) cases reveal, not only is poverty a crucial issue in urban
communities, but race also plays a central role in the development
and success of reform strategies. The politics of urban communities
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is related to race and the coalitions that develop to undertake new
initiatives (chapter 10). This suggests that it is important to under-
standing the values of diverse groups when reform initiatives are
being considered.

From Equalizing Opportunity to Mandating Excellence

The Elementary Secondary Education Act initiated a major
new federal program under Title I that was aimed at equalizing
opportunity by providing supplemental educational opportunity for
children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds (chapter
3). Reducing the disparity in opportunity to learn has remained the
focus of Title I, but the means advocated for achieving this end
have changed fundamentally over time. Initially Title I provided
supplemental resources to schools with high percentages of low-
income students. As the program received criticism for lacking a
focus on educational improvement, it became more focused on
improvement in reading and mathematics outcomes. Then in the
1990s, schoolwide Title I programs were encouraged and eventu-
ally comprehensive reform emerged.

Of course the federal government lead the shift in emphasis
for equalizing opportunity to mandating excellence, starting with
“A Nation At Risk” and other reform initiatives in the 1980s (Finn,
1989). This shift from equalizing inputs to emphasizing tests as an
outcome measure had a pervasive influence on urban schools. The
emphasis on high stakes tests, for example, has undermined
efforts to bring more students into the educational mainstream
(chapter 4). As states have responded to the new national calls for
excellence, the efficacy of efforts to mainstream students was
undermined. Including more students with learning difficulties in
the educational mainstream means lower average test scores
which leads to more sever accountability measures. It becomes a
cruel cycle, creating an impression that urban schools are worse
than they really are.

Whether state and local governments should change the author-
ity structures in urban schools is a different question. Local boards
have served U.S. education well for more than a century. In the new
context, state and federal programs and policy wield substantial
influence and constrain innovation and teacher initiative. Whether
local takeovers will improve education depends in part on whether
they reforms focus on enabling teachers to improve education in
their classrooms, as has been the case in Chicago, or on politics and
finance, which appears to have been the case in Detroit. Clearly the
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educational aspect of the challenge should not be lost in arguments
over authority structures.

Increasing State Influence

Although schools are historically a local enterprise and the fed-
eral government was the first to take an active interest in reform,
states are increasingly the source of authority in efforts to reform
urban schools. Not only do states play a central role in the high-
stakes testing game, but state power has increased because they are
increasingly important in school finance (chapter 2). The political
power increasingly resides in states and local reformers must
address the state power base in order to undertake new initiatives.

The case of the Detroit schools takeover (chapter 5) clearly illus-
trates how local politicians must work state legislators if they aim to
change the authority structure or internal accountability system in
urban schools. Theobald (chapter 2) argues that it is crucial to work
on informing coalitions of key players on issues, as a reform strategy.
Thus state increasingly are in the power position when it comes to
reform. This means that efforts to develop new strategies for improv-
ing urban schools may, by necessity, have to contend to state politics.

Conflict over the Locus of Reform Initiatives

However, although states may hold the power, they are not
likely to be the locus of reform efforts in urban schools. In addition to
state, the federal government, local schools, and their communities,
there are frequently independent reformers in urban settings who
have a stake in urban school reform. Many urban communities
across the country now have private donors funding scholarship pro-
grams that enable children from poor families to attend private
schools (chapter 8). However, these new initiatives also serve to
undermine the role of local districts and educators in urban schools.

In this highly political context, urban school districts may lack
the authority to be the locus of reform. Fending off, or responding to,
the many externally mandated reform initiatives may be the pri-
mary source of power in these districts. And this is a negative
power—a capacity to resist or comply—rather than a mandate to
reform schools. The terrain of urban school reform is politically con-
tested to an extent that seems to inhibit authentic improvement.

There were certainly examples in these chapters of initiatives
intended to improve local input to reform. Mirén (chapter 10)
described how joint ventures between school districts, local political
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entities, and local schools could be a force for improvement. How-
ever, when efforts are made to mandate local involvement, the demo-
cratic aspects of the reforms seem to be dominated by the mandates
for academic excellence that are also embedded in these reforms
(chapter 9).

Ideological Beliefs about Urban Schools

What ideologies underlie reform efforts? Political ideologies play
a pervasive role in this politicized context for urban school reform. It
is important to consider how the old political ideologies have broken
down before considering how the new ideologies influence urban
school reform.

Breakdown in the Old Consensus

From a century prior to the 1980s, a progressive political con-
sensus held together diverse political interests in the support of pub-
lic schools, including urban schools. This consensus revolved around
a shared belief in the need for a common school experience in U.S.
society and, more recently, that there should be equal opportunity for
a quality education.

The Myth of the Common School. The common school movement
in the United States took full force in the 1880s, as all states began to
mandate schooling. Prior to this period schools had been widespread,
but were modestly affiliated with churches. The commons school
movement turned Protestant schools into public schools (Marsden
1994). Usually, urban communities preceded rural communities is
the presence of common schools. Through the early twentieth cen-
tury, the ideology of the “common school” across the country had a
substantial influence. Although local boards officially controlled
schools, an ethos about a common U.S. experience was an invisible
force moving toward a common curriculum. However, there is reason
to question whether there ever was a common school experience.

With the concentration of minorities and poverty in the inner
cities, it has become increasingly apparent that the common school
was a myth. Although there may be commonalties in curriculum
within school districts, states, and even nationally, there is great
disparity in the quality of education students receive. Wilson (date),
Apple (1993), Mirén (1996) and others (Kozol 1991) have docu-
mented that urban schools faced massive challenges. Although in
the first half of the twentieth century it was apparent that urban
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schools had greater resources, including more funding and more
comprehensive schools, this was clearly no longer the case in the late
twentieth century. In the last two decades of the twentieth century
urban schools and rural schools lacked the capacity to teach stu-
dents to read compared to schools in suburban districts and towns
(Snow, Burns, and Griffin 1998).

Equal Opportunity as an Illusive Goal. An irony of this new set
of circumstances facing urban schools is that after nearly five
decades of social policy aimed at equalizing opportunity through
desegregation, equalizing finance, and providing supplemental
opportunity, these goals are fading for the policy agenda. The appar-
ent failure of these strategies was central to the redesign of the fed-
eral role in the 1980s. The overhaul in educational policies is nearly
complete, but it has proven no more effective in achieving the goal of
equalizing educational opportunity. At the turn of the century, the
term “urban schools” has become a way of speaking indirectly about
racially isolated schools (Fossey 1998, chapter 1).

Rather than abandon equal opportunity as a goal, it is impor-
tant to consider whether the new strategies have helped us achieve
the goal. Has the testing the implementation of stricter accountabil-
ity systems enabled urban schools to improve? The answer is not
clear. In Chicago (chapter 9) there has been a great deal of empha-
sis on achievement, but the evidence is not yet compelling. In
Detroit, the case was far worse: policies focused on structure and
finances but seemed to have ignored the educational mission of
urban schools (chapter 5). More generally, the stories embedded in
all of these chapters were that the accountability systems have illu-
minated the disparity between urban and suburban schools more
than they have resolved it.

Have these new approaches enabled more students from urban
schools to achieve academically and graduate high school? There is
some evidence that the newest wave of reform—reading interven-
tions (chapter 6), comprehensive reform (chapter 7), and school
choice (chapter 8)—that there are some gains from specially tar-
geted reforms. These reforms merit more careful study, but they
are hardly evidence that we have moved any closer to equalizing
opportunity.

New Ideology of the Accountability and the Market

The new conservatives replaced the emphasis on equalizing
opportunity for a common education with a new valuing of account-
ability and market strategies. Although the Bush administration is
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pushing both of these initiatives with greater vigor than a Gore
administration would have, it is apparent that both strategies enjoy
wide public support, although not support by teachers (St. John and
Clement 1999).

The new belief in accountability and testing has been pushed in
reforms initiated by both Republican and Democratic presidents over
the past two decades. The testing movement itself is of questionable
value as a reform strategy. Is there evidence that the new accountabil-
ity systems have improved schools? There is some evidence that college
participation rates rose somewhat in the late 1990s, for both whites
and African Americans (U. S. Department of Education 1998), but
there was a decline in minority participation in the 1980s and it is
only now reaching the level of the late 1970s. Thus, there was not sub-
stantial improvement in opportunity as an outcome of these reforms.
There is little reason to assume that there would be real improvement
in urban education as a result of increasing the emphasis on testing,
as the new Bush initiatives would mandate.

The new market rationale has been unevenly implemented to
date. Charter schools are now widely adopted, comprehensive
reforms are pervasive, and school-choice schemes are still being liti-
gated. However, there is reason to ponder whether these reforms
will improve opportunity in urban schools. Some limited innovation
does eventuate from school choice schemes (chapter 8), reading ini-
tiatives (chapter 6), and comprehensive school reforms (chapter 7).
Each of these schemes gives schools more choices about the path-
ways they take toward improvement, however, which may be the
most positive outcome of these new policies, at least for urban
schools. However, the effects are modest and far from conclusive.

Thus, the new reform ideologies still lack compelling confirma-
tory evidence. They are being pushed by politicians who believe
either that these reforms will work or that there they gain personal
political capital by promoting them. The challenge remains to test
whether these rationales hold up to research evidence. There may be
opportunities to improve schools as a result of these new initiatives.
The early evidence on reading and comprehensive reform is com-
pelling, but it is more complex than these reform advocates suggest
that it should be.

The Politics of Race are Central to Urban School Reform

What is overlooked in these efforts to construct grand rationales
for reform? If we go back to the mid-twentieth century, schools were
racially isolated by law in one part of the country (the South), and as
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an artifact of residential pattern in the rest of the country. In the old
model of racial isolation, an ethos of cross-generation racial uplift,
care for children, and community development is evident in school-
ing for African Americans (Walker 1996). In the desegregation
process, these older ways were essentially lost. Instead the common
school ideal was used as the ethos of equalization, a dream that was
never fully realized.

The values of care and community that are central to the
African-American tradition of education merit consideration in
efforts to improve urban schools (chapter 11). These values are com-
patible with some of the comprehensive reform models, such as
Comer’s School Development Process of Levin’s Accelerated School
Project. More experimentation with values oriented change merit
consideration in urban schools.

It is clear that the current debates about education reform
emphasize ideologies but not values. As the common school dream
has given way to beliefs about accountability and markets, it is evi-
dent that more value-centered approach may be needed. However,
the fact that the politics of race play a role in the debates about val-
ues in urban schools (Gordon 1999), just as they do in the debates
about the foundations of knowledge.

The Underlying Theory Problem

How does theory relate to these reform efforts? The problems con-
fronting urban school reform are not limited to problems associated
with the ideologies that drive reforms. There are also underlying
theory problems confronting educators, educational researchers, and
policy makers. Before considering remedies, it is important to con-
sider the theory problem.

Changing Role of Economic Theory

Economic theory is generally used as a basis for decisions to
invest in education and other areas. Human capital theory argued
that individuals and society made decisions about investment in
education based on cost-benefit calculation (Becker 1964). Society
made investment decision based on judgement about both gains in
economy and other social benefits. There is substantial evidence to
support the underlying assumptions in human capital theory hold
up when empirically tested (Paulsen 1998). However, it is difficult to
move from research to policy solutions, especially in education.
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The human capital rationale provided an appealing basis for
arguments for public funding. Educators frequently use appeals to
human capital to argue for funding (Slaughter 1991; Trammel and
St. John, forthcoming). More recently there has been a shift in ratio-
nales, from arguing for investment in education in general, to argu-
ments for investing in specific programs. For example, advocates of
Reading Recovery frequently argue the program will reduce educa-
tional costs because it reduced retention in grade and special educa-
tion referral (chapter 6). Thus, there is a shift from general human
capital was frequently used as a rationale for public investment in
the progressive period whereas new market rationales are now
being used by new conservative and new liberals.

In the older model of urban school reform, the theory of human
capital provided a rationale for public spending on education, a ratio-
nale that was easily adaptable to the goal of promoting equal oppor-
tunity. However, as Theobald (chapter 2) points out, the notions of
equity have given way to a focus on outcomes, even in the debates
about schools finance. Thus, although it is important that educational
researchers continue to study the ways educational reforms influence
educational opportunity, it is also evident that these arguments are
not as widely valued in the education debates as they once were.

In the new model, the theory of the market seems to drive many
of the reform initiative. The notions that accountability provides
information on school outcomes and that new reform initiatives pro-
vide opportunities for schools to improve both rest on belief in the
role of market forces. Increasingly the new conservatives argue that
Title I funds should be portable, becoming more like vouchers (Finn,
Manno, and Ravitch 2000), yet they continue to argue against pro-
viding adequate funding for the Pell grant program (Finn 2001).
This raises the question: if Title I becomes portable, will the ade-
quacy of funding decline?

As the section of independent reforms illustrates, it is possible
to assess the impact of these reforms using equity-related measures
(chapters 6 and 7). As states and the federal government respond to
new conservative calls for “choice” they will probably place less
emphasis on providing adequate funding, as has been the case in
higher education. This means it will be important to develop better
ways of assessing the impact of ally types of reforms on attain-
ment/equity, as well as on student achievement. A better balance
between the two types of outcome is needed.

The problem with both the uplift and reproduction theories is
that other social forces that are beyond the lenses of these theories
can impede or accelerated the formation of educational capital
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within families. The older model did not fully consider how these
forces might impede cross-generation uplift for some disadvantaged
groups. The newer model underestimates the constraints on innova-
tion in some contexts (chapter 8). Therefore, we need to ponder the
role of social theory.

Uplift and Reproduction

The two major social theories about educational attainment
offer conflicting explanations about the potential and limitations of
policy in promoting improvement equity of educational attainment:
attainment and social reproduction. Both theories can inform efforts
to reform urban schools.

The major social theory of educational and social attainment
argues there is a pattern of gross-generation uplift, with gains in
parent education and occupational status in one generation having a
positive influence on the next generation (Blau and Duncan 1967).
There is a growing body of research that indicates that this theory
does help explain attainment processes within African-American
populations even better than it does for whites (Carter 1999; St.
John, Hu, Simmons, Carter, and Weber, 2001). Not only is a grow-
ing diversity in economic status and educational attainment within
the African-American population, but there is evidence that social
background and aspirations have a substantial influence on college
attendance (St. John 1991) and college persistence (St. John, Hu,
Simmons, Carter, and Weber 2001). The primary implication of this
theory and research for school reform is that African-American fam-
ilies have aspirations for a better life for their children. There is also
evidence from these chapters to suggest that there are high aspira-
tions. For example, interviews with parents about school choice
(chapter 7) reveal that urban parents are motivated to gain access to
better schools. Thus, it clearly is not a lack of will that impedes the
efficacy of school reform in educational settings.

Social reproduction theory offers another frame for viewing
the consequences of and impediments to school reform. Bourdieu
(1977, 1990) focuses attention on the situated contexts in which
students and their families make educational choices. He argues
that the lack of cultural capital—the lack of parental education
and of exposure to alternative life patterns—can impede the aspi-
rations for students. McDonnough (1997) found that the situated
context of urban schools limits the exposure urban students have
to experiences that might encourage students to complete school
and to attend high quality colleges.
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Several of the chapters in this volume illustrate how urban con-
texts can constrain opportunity and essentially promote social repro-
duction. Nakagawa (chapter 9) found that the forces of cultural
reproduction impeded parental empowerment in Chicago schools,
resulting in a more constrained image of “ennoblement.” Franklin
(chapter 5) documented the ways efforts to take over urban schools
helped to remedy some of the financial problems, but did little to
improve academic programs within urban schools. Ridenour and St.
John (chapter 8) found that accountability policy constrained inno-
vation in urban schools, even after choice schemes were imple-
mented, and public school teachers were generally resistant to the
concept of school choice. Thus, there is a very deep conflict within
urban schools that impedes opportunity and essentially promotes
the reproduction of poverty. Most policy remedies overlooks these
very serious constraints in urban schools.

Contested Terrain of Educational Research

Interestingly, education research per se has had little influ-
ence on most educational reforms until recently. Instead, social
and economic theories had a major influence on the Great Society
education programs and most of the subsequent reauthorizations.
The historical exception were the then new science and math pro-
grams introduced as a result of the National Defense Education
Act of 1958. However, this legislation was not influenced by edu-
cational research but by the threat that the Soviets might win the
space race.

In 1990s three major reform packages were introduced that can
be viewed as “research based” in the sense that they were informed
by educational research. The Reading Excellence Act introduced a
state competition for new money for reading, requiring proposals
that were based on educational research. The new Comprehensive
Reform Demonstration Program provides money for schools to
select research based reform models. And, GEAR UP, a federal pro-
gram that provides categorical grants for postsecondary encourage-
ment programs, was also based on research on college access. These
developments bring education research into the policy arena in a
new way.

These developments hold some promise for the education com-
munity in general and for urban schools in particular. The research
included in this volume reveals that these new reforms show some
potential. Urban schools that adopted both research-based reading
programs (chapter 6) and comprehensive reforms (chapter 7) show
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evidence that these reforms can make a difference. By adopting
research-based models, it is possible for urban schools to improve
student outcomes. However, this is not as simple as it seems. Not all
models are equal. Nor do any of the models work the same way in
every setting. Therefore it is crucial to take steps forward in the
research process that might inform schools on how to inform choices
about reform strategies.

Currently the debates are too often constructed based on tauto-
logical, self-sealing premises. Just because research has shown that
phonological awareness is linked to early reading (Snow, Burns, and
Griffin, 1998), this does not mean that direct instruction approaches
engage more students and keep more students in the educational
mainstream. The problems are more complex and there is a need for
more and ongoing systematic research on the success of different
models in different contexts.

Educational Reform is Political

Although policy analysts persist in using rational models to
depict the role that reforms should play in improving educational
opportunity in urban settings, they tend to ignore the social and
political aspects of policy. For many decades there has been a tension
between rational policy models and political realities (First, Crucio,
and Young 1994). There is clearly a need to think more critically and
openly about the social and political aspects of reform and the chap-
ters in this volume provide information to inform such efforts.

The chapters in the volume provide further evidence that
school reform is political. Politics have constructed the urban
reform process in Chicago (chapter 9) and Detroit chapter 5). Fur-
ther, in finance (chapter 2) and desegregation (chapter 1) cases, the
courts constructed political remedies. Thus, it is necessary to recog-
nize the political aspects of reform. This means that efforts to build
political coalitions that can work together in a cohesive reform
process (chapter 10), or that use research to inform analysts with
varying political interests (chapter 2), may be the best ways to craft
political remedies.

However, social forces are also important in school reform.
Clearly the values of different groups in urban communities influ-
ence the way they view reforms, a truism that applies to teachers
and parents (chapter 8) as well as to school systems (chapters 5 and
9). Reforms that are situated in the values of social movements or of
diverse communities (chapters 10 and 11) have potential of creating
momentum in the reform process.
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Lessons Learned About Urban School Reform

How does the evidence support the claims of reformers? With the
conceptual foundations provided by these chapters, it is possible to
derive a set of “lessons learned” that might help guide future reform
efforts. These new understandings are summarized below.

Lesson 1. Most Urban Reforms Lack Compelling
Confirmatory Evidence of Success.

After five decades of urban school reform there is remarkably
little evidence that the reforms have worked as they were intended.
From the earliest efforts to desegregate schools it has become evi-
dent that structural remedies seldom have their intended effects.
After fifty years of desegregation efforts it is difficult to identify a set
of strategies that have created sustained patterns of integrated
schools or that have resulted in sustained improvements in the qual-
ity or urban schools (Fossey 1998, chapter 1). Rather, when we step
back and use a historical perspective, it is evident that both urban
centers and urban school are more segregated now than they were
before and the desegregation remedies may have hastened both of
these developments.

Even more troubling, many of the major reforms, such as Title I
(chapter 3), have not had their intended effects. However, federal
programs continue to evolve, in response to political and social
forces. The most recent stage in the Title I program, the emphasis on
schoolwide and comprehensive reforms, shows some potential, but
still lacks substantial evidence of success.

Lesson 2. Contradictory Mandates Complicate Reform
Efforts.

It is ironic and sad to find that not only do school reforms have
contradictory effects, but that the mandates themselves often
undermine each other. Manset and Washburn (chapter 4) provide
clear evidence of this pattern. They documented how efforts to create
inclusive special education in Indiana’s urban schools was under-
mined by implementation of high-stakes graduation tests. The
analyses of the effects of school vouchers (chapter 8) also reveal that
implementation of a new reform idea can be undermined by other
policy initiatives being simultaneously implemented.

These problematic patterns illustrate that reform advocates need
to more explicitly consider the intersections with other programs
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when they introduce new reforms. This means that both analysts and
policymakers should resist simple, ideologically driven solutions to the
problems in schools. Although this is not an easy task, it is essential
one. At a minimum, the process of examining the impact of new
reforms on existing state and federal programs should be required, as
an educational impact statement, before new reforms are brought to
legislative bodies for a vote.

Lesson 3. Some of the New Reform Initiatives Have
Potential.

There were hopeful signs in these studies. In particular,
although not all of the research is confirmatory, there is evidence
that the educational reform strategy has made a difference in
Chicago (chapter 9). Indeed, Chicago and Kentucky may be the best
national examples of sustained, systemic reform efforts. Theobald
(chapter 2) also illustrated that it was possible to improvement
equity in school finance, but that it was necessary to consider politi-
cal interests to sustain an equitable school finance system.

In addition, the recent reading and comprehensive reforms
(chapters 6 and 7) suggests that in new periods of research based
reform could create a new context for urban school reform. By
enabling educators to review reform models and to choose models
they think will work in their schools, the new reforms have
increased the chances of success for some schools. However, there
were not uniform patterns of improvements even in these studies, so
there is reason to be cautious about this new wave of reform, as well
as to think critically about how these reform efforts can inform
future efforts to improve urban schools.

Lesson 4. Social Cohesion and Professionalism are Crucial
to School Reform.

Professional development opportunities were integral features
of the new reading and comprehensive reforms. These new models
take comprehensive and cohesive approaches, they require teacher
collaboration, and teachers need opportunities to learn together
about these new models. Thus, professional development opportuni-
ties are crucial to the success of these new reform models.

Further, the reform efforts also need to consider strategies for
collaborating with parents and communities in reform efforts. As
Nakagawa (chapter 9) illustrates, it is difficult to realize the poten-
tial of parent involvement in urban school because of cultural differ-
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ences between parents and teachers. This means that leadership
that promotes community development may be necessary for urban
school reforms to be a success (chapter 11).

In addition to emphasizing the technical aspects of school
reform, it is important to consider these professional and social
aspects. It is important to create opportunities for teachers to learn
about the cultures and traditions of their students. Comer’s school
development process represents a reform model that emphasizes
professional development, community development, and improve-
ments in educational practice based on research. This type of bal-
ance appears effective, at least in a few case studies (chapter 11) and
merits consideration in future reform efforts.

Lesson 5. No Single Initiative will be Universally
Successful.

One approach to reform is to identify successful model and to
implement those models on a wide scale. It is possible to view the
reading and comprehensive reforms in this way. However, when we
take a more in-depth look at the research on these reforms, a differ-
ent conclusion is evident: different models are successful at different
times in different settings.

Consider the example of accelerated schools. In the Wisconsin
study of comprehensive reform, Accelerated Schools stood out as
methods that was associated with reductions in retention rates
(chapter 7). Yet, as implemented in Indiana, Accelerated Schools was
associated with higher retention rates (chapter 6). What explains
these differences?

As we reflect on the status of Accelerated Schools in these
states, we are aware that the early Accelerated Schools in Indiana
have lacked substantial support in professional development. These
models were implemented after a single national training, lacked
ongoing professional development, and did not receive state funds
through either CSR or the Early Literacy Intervention Grant Pro-
gram. In contrast, the Wisconsin schools have a high level of ongoing
support for professional development from the National Center for
Accelerated Schools, funded by CSR. Thus, there were substantial
differences in the support structures for the same reform model in
the two states that might explain variability in success.

Further, in both of these empirical studies Success for All (SFA)
was not significantly different from other schools in either the Wis-
consin or Indiana studies. Thus, although the early SFA studies
seem to indicate the model will have an impact if fully implemented,
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these student outcomes give reason to question this conclusion. Even
with Success for All, the success of the model seems to depend on the
context in which it is implemented.

This is not to argue for one reform model over other models.
Rather, it is important to move from universal assumptions about
reform models to more locally situated assumption. It is important
to explore the reasons why reforms are successful in specific context.
As illustrated by Allen-Haynes and her colleagues (chapter 12),
some of the successful Accelerated Schools in Louisiana seem to have
been successful because they took approaches that were consistent
with the African American education tradition.

Lesson 6. Research Can Inform Policy and Local Choices.

Given the shifts in the policy context summarized above, it
seems quite evident that government mandates have little influence
on the education improvement process. There is little evidence that
mandated desegregation, mandated testing, or that any other
reform described in these pages had an unambiguous, positive influ-
ence on improvement in student outcomes in urban schools.

Instead, the successful examples of reform observed in the pre-
ceding chapters involved local choices about reform strategies. This
included local initiatives in Chicago, some reading and comprehen-
sive reforms, and joint ventures between local government, business
and education. Each of these successful examples had two things in
common: they involved local choices and were informed by research.

Thus, there is reason to conclude that researchers can inform
policy makers about reform strategies and that research can inform
policy choices. In this volume, Theobald (chapter 2) explicitly argues
for a collaborative model of policy research informing policy develop-
ment. This approach to collaboration between researchers and poli-
cymakers merits exploration and testing.

Lesson 7. States and the Federal Government Should
Establish Frameworks and Incentives, Rather than
Mandate Methods.

Based on these considerations, these analyses suggest that pol-
icymakers should provide developed frameworks that enable educa-
tors to make informed choices about educational improvement
strategies, rather than prescribe specific reform methods.

With education rising in public attention, it has become a
national priority. However, policymakers, researchers, and educators
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need to resist overly simplistic solutions to challenges facing schools,
especially urban schools. This is not to minimize the enormity of the
challenges facing educators in urban schools and elsewhere. Rather,
it is important to recognize that urban educator are part of the solu-
tion to these challenges. This involves providing professional devel-
opment opportunities for urban educators, providing frameworks
that enable them to develop cohesive reform strategies, and providing
incentives that enable them to implement workable reforms.

Interestingly, the comprehensive school reform and reading
reform initiative reviewed earlier (chapters 6 and 7) include many of
these features. Indeed, further study of the successes and failures of
schools that adopt research-based reform models represent an
important step for researchers and policymakers. The systematic
study of these reform efforts nationwide—and in local contexts—can
inform the further development of reform strategies.
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Chapter 13

Implications of the New Global
Context for Urban Reform

Louis F. Mirén and Edward P. St. John

This book has admittedly been an ambitious undertaking, for in
this project we have sought to present a new methodology for study-
ing and arriving at tentative understandings of the impact of educa-
tional reform in inner city, public schools—the critical-empirical
review method. In addition we have sought to turn the common
sense understanding of the failure of inner city schools upside down.
We posed the question: Has educational reform itself, that is the
coherent set of educational ideologies, public policy, class interests,
school finance patterns, and finally school-level practices, failed stu-
dents in the inner city?

The Failure of Reform

Our analysis has proceeded systematically across three sepa-
rate, though interrelated fronts. First we examined what we gener-
ally characterize as “externally driven” reform, that is, those
imposed upon by the federal government mainly through its court-
driven goal of school desegregation. Second, we looked at the other
side of the spectrum and analyzed what happens in inner city
schools when educational reform appears grounded in an empirical
research base. Third, we investigated bottom up, that is, commu-
nity-driven reform. The intention throughout all three levels of
analysis is consistent. We seek to place in a new context—globaliza-
tion—the impact of three markedly different types of urban schools
reform. As stated in the introduction, by “globalization” we mean
here those social, economic, and technological processes largely con-
fined to urban centers characterized by “de- and reindustrialization,
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automation, revenue losses, brought on by middle-class taxpayer
flight, and the emergence of new and urban multiethnic majorities.”
To Valle and Torres’s largely political economy perspective (2001,
102) we would add Michael Smith’s “transnational urbanism”
(Smith 2001) cultural perspective (see also, Mirén, Inda, and Aguirre
1998). Each type of urban school reform is similar in its desired pol-
icy intent—increased student achievement and better life chances
for students in urban centers across the United States. Yet each
seems pointed in different directions with competing cultural or
technical values—externally driven, bottom up or value neutral
(empirically based). So what have the authors of the chapters in this
volume found?

Resegregation

In its very ambitious policy agenda to desegregate urban public
schools, the federal court system apparently has largely failed. Pub-
lic schools are now more segregated than they were prior to the
Brown v. Board of Education ruling (chapters 1 and 11). This is
disturbing on a number of fronts. First, the noble moral aim of
President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Great Society program of the mid-
1960s—social equality and societal integration—has been appar-
ently lost in one of its principal institutional venues, the urban
public school. Several reasons may account for the institutional phe-
nomena of resegregation, ranging from white flight to inexpensive
housing markets in the suburbs. Furthermore, the political resis-
tance to busing and the subsequent federal government’s implemen-
tation tool, masks itself in the new form of academic “tracking”
(Green 1999). Whatever the causes, it now appears that for the vast
numbers of poor students of color that populate inner city public
schools across the United States, the social and economic forces of
globalization (Sassen 1991; also, see Wilson 1987) now make it likely
that these students are increasingly denied access to a quality pub-
lic education. For example, they seem systematically excluded (see
Mirén and Lauria 1998) from a challenging curriculum, teachers
trained in the use of educational technology, and perhaps most dam-
aging—as recent investigations of health hazards on school buses in
Los Angeles as reported by NBC Nightly News has shown—a safe
school environment and infrastructure. We believe that we would be
remiss if we did not now ask a most controversial question: Are poor
minority students actually worse off today in the context of the pow-
erful forces of globalization, than they were when segregation was
rampant before Brown v. Board of Education in 1964? (chapter 11) If
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the answer to this question is “yes,” or even “possibly,” then one fact
is now made abundantly clear. That is, this form of urban school
reform—court-mandated desegregation—has systematically failed
in its primary mission of equalizing educational opportunities for
poor students of color in urban centers.

Research-Based Reform

The prognosis and evaluation of this method of urban school
reform is decidedly mixed. Programs such as Reading Recovery,
which helped fund ELIGP in Indiana appeared to improve “educa-
tional opportunity in urban school districts” surveyed (chapter 7).
With specific regard to rates of retention in urban school districts in
Indiana, “program types (e.g., Reading Recovery, and Success for All)
had little interaction” with variables such as the percentages of stu-
dents on free and reduced lunch. These, not surprisingly, continue
“to be positively associated with retention rates.” Having said that,
the researchers in this volume found that the “Literacy Collabora-
tive” in Indiana was statistically significant in its effect on student
retention. This program type was negatively associated with reten-
tion rates. The authors’ explanation for this effect is worth repeating
here: “It is apparent that a combination of Reading Recovery and
closely aligned school-wide process represent a powerful force for
[school] change.” We will have more to say on how a “school wide”
process should be reconceptualized.

Contradictions of Community-Based Reform

Chapters in this section indicate both the possibilities and
inherent contradictions of community-driven school reform (chap-
ters 9 and 10). The critical-empirical analysis of the Chicago model
indicates that “mandated parental empowerment” is both conceptu-
ally flawed and organizationally vexing. Although the model man-
dated a majority representation of parents on the Local School
Councils, parents were largely uncomfortable with their new sub-
stantive, potentially policy-influencing roles. Rather, these evolved
into “enabling” roles, which often placed parents in a codependent
relationship with the principal and teachers, the other elected mem-
bers on the councils in addition to the single student representative.
The elected parents’ roles were not insignificant in that “the LSCs
were given responsibility for hiring and firing principals, designing
and approving budgets . . . and creating local school improvement
plans” (chapter 9). These mandated community reform models,
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although driving the governance system via remote control (the Illi-
nois legislature) toward participatory democracy often failed as a
result of the organizational and ideological structures in place, for
example, the ideology of professionalism and the lack of technical
expertise among the elected parents.

Similarly, explicit community empowerment processes such as
the city of Santa Ana, California’s “Education First” community
forums and the city of New Orleans’s Mayor’s Advisory Committee
on Education and prior to that, the Empowerment Zone Planning
process for public education (see Mirén 1995) are often problemati-
cally riddled with internal and political contradictions (chapter 10).
For example, in both cities the mayor and superintendent used the
planning process to fund infrastructure improvements—new school
construction and air conditioning—yet apparently failed to allow for
community needs identified in the planning process, such as the sit-
ing of new libraries adjacent to public schools, and the expansion of
on site medical clinics in inner city high schools serving African-
American students in New Orleans. It appears that broader social
structures and processes—perhaps owing to globalization—caused
the community goals to take a back seat to the furtherance of the
academic aims to raise achievement on nationally standardized
tests. Indeed, the recent phenomena of posting the results of stan-
dardized tests on the Internet and the imposition of high-stakes test-
ing policies, such as high school exit examinations, indicate that
community values may increasingly be made subordinate to a nar-
row technically defined academic mission.

Is there a way out of these dilemmas? We believe that there is,
and in the remainder of this chapter offer new conceptual and insti-
tutional tools to resolve what appears to us as the paradoxes of
school reform in the inner city during the prior twenty years and his-
torically, since the beginnings of the public school system.

Reimaging the School-Community Relation

We want to argue that powerful economic, social, and cultural
forces (see Smith 2001; Harvey 1990; Poster 1990) have apparently
caused nearly unprecedented and rapid change in inner cities across
this country. Doubtlessly these social transformations, including
rapid demographic changes in states like California, which in its
major cities and suburbs have become “majority minority” places,
have had profound effects on teaching and learning in urban schools.
Furthermore, the apparent “mismatch” (see Levin 1988) between
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the lived cultural lives of inner-city students and their more affluent
suburban counterparts, the increasing inequalities between rich and
poor, and the loss of a sense of community—all contribute to the
enormous challenges facing any urban reform model. The “one best
method” of reform is perhaps doomed to fail. We are calling for a
revitalized sense of community and “place-building” (Smith 2001), as
well as plurality in school design to allow reform to take deeper root.

Robert Crowson and his colleagues (see Crowson 2001) have
perhaps best articulated the new school-community social relation
that can help frame more vital approaches. Crowson succinctly cap-
tures this new conceptual and institutional configuration (see also
Baum 1997; and chapter 10):

There is much renewed interest, at present, in school out-
reach—with added services to children and families,
strategies for enhanced parent-involvement, community
partnerships, efforts to encourage more neighborhood-level
participation in school governance. Among the most recent
movements is a growing, but still nascent, effort to broaden
school-community relationships toward a key role for the
local school in the very development or revitalization of the
commaunity itself. (Crowson 2000, 1, emphasis added).

Although Crowson’s heuristic conceptualization does not specifi-
cally address urban school reform, nor the multiple social relations
between “school” and “community,” his colleagues do focus on urban
schools and school reform (see Crowson and Boyd 2001). Thus we
would briefly like to extrapolate from this excerpt from a larger body
of new work to suggest the following with regard to the reimagination
of the school-community social relation. First, each separately con-
ceived social institution is both socially and historically constructed.
They are creations of history and thus of humanity. Second, these
need not be conceived in isolation; indeed they can be viewed in part-
nership, that is, in conceptual and practical tandem (Baum 1997).
Schools and community constitute a relation. Perhaps the most
salient of their relational qualities, though we will leave this for
another discussion, is their political inextricability. They are forever
joined in the arena of politics, and thus a heightened sense of “local-
ism” (Driscoll 2001), in the paradoxical context of the forces of
globalization must be heeded. Finally, in order to mount the critical-
pragmatic politics (Maxcy 1991), resulting in an awareness of com-
munity and the experience of a sense of place, new attention must be
placed on matters of design (see Mirén 2001). Here we mention only
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three: architectural vitality (Shokes 2001), place-building in inner city
schools (Baldwin 2001) and linking affordable housing with reform in
inner city schools (Mirén 2001). These are but a few of the imaginative
possibilities that for the moment we will call “improvisational.” In the
final section of this chapter we will outline a leadership process for
setting in motion a new vision of urban school reform.

Critical Pragmatism in Place

Educational leadership is a process whose meaning in public,
inner-city schools lies in the enactment of values. Most critical of the
array of community values emphasized here is the making of place
(Smith 2001), “city building” (see Driscoll and Kerchner 1999) and
community development (see Lauria et al. 2000). Below we outline
the rudiments of a leadership process whose practical outcomes may
result in more viable school-community partnerships aimed at the
enactment of these community values (see Mirén 1997; St. John,
Griffith, and Haynes 1997).

Two Way Communication

The institutional realization of new school-community social
relations involves the opening of communication that is “two way.”
By this we mean the following: (1) a practice of reflection, reflective
practice, and critical inquiry, following John Dewey, that involves a
continuous, on going discussion, debate, and dialogue about how the
values of school and the values of local community both complement
one another and potentially conflict (chapter 9); (2) following Haber-
mas (1970) enacting a practice of communicative action whose
reliance on “discursive-practices” in the multiple interactions
between public inner-city schools and residents in local communities
leads to the articulation of ideas, beliefs, and ways of knowing that
are marked by substantive rationality (Weber 1968); (3) a dialogue
about the relationships between the technical mission of the school
(student achievement and learning) and the community values
described above. This dialogue between the professionals in the
school and the residents in the local community is especially critical
in enacting a more substantial vision of urban school reform in that

IThis section is adopted from Louis F. Mirén, Resisting Discrimination:
Affirmative Strategies for Principals and Teachers. Thousand Oaks, Calif.:
Corwin Press.
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it potentially moves both beyond narrow, technical interests to more
humanitarian aims, such as the furtherance of academic equality
and social mobility. This overview of the two-way communication
process needs elaboration.

The Discourses of Place-Making

According to Robert Starratt (1991, 1994), school leadership is
marked by both substantive rationality and technical rationality
(Weber 1968). Habermas’s “communicative action” framework also
stresses the distinctions among the technical, human, and moral
interests of communities. In the construction of learning communi-
ties in inner city public schools in particular we believe it is essen-
tial that school-community partnerships pay close attention to both
technical ends and human interests. The primary reason is that the
multiple processes of globalization make the use of communication
technologies salient in accounting for school academic performance.
Thus inner city public schools, many of whom are located in what
is now called “global cities” such as Los Angeles, New York, and on
the world stage in Tokyo and London, are particularly vulnerable to
the political use of the Internet to regulate the behaviors and prac-
tices of public school professionals (see Popkewitz 1999). For exam-
ple, the widespread practice of newspapers to publish the results of
standardized tests instantaneously creates a rank order of public
schools from best to “worst performing.” This vulnerability cannot
be dismissed.

On the other hand, it is unlikely that a sense of place can be
created if the discourse is primarily about raising test scores. A sub-
stantive rationality needs articulation. Here we will allude to those
most evasive of concepts, the vision of the school. Defined simply,
the process of school vision setting in relation to community-build-
ing lies in the imaginative painting of “a portrait of [their] ideal
future” (Mirén 1997, 13). Concretely this means that communica-
tion the values of the local community—a prerequisite for estab-
lishing a discourse on the meaning of place in relation to schools in
the inner city—is that the conversation moves beyond statements
about means and ends, that is beyond the apparent core functions
of the school—teaching and learning. An overarching artistic, and
dare we say moral vision of the school and its local community, is
recast in recognition that public schools are fundamentally con-
cerned with the construction of virtue (Noblit and Dempsey 1996;
also see Mir6n, Bogotch, and Biesta 2001). What is pivotal in this
process is that this vision aesthetically communicates the inher-
ently social relations between urban school reform and the meaning
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of place in local communities (see Driscoll 2001), thus “releasing the
imagination” of both institutions to produce a shared vision. As
Baum (1997) has described, this is a process that is difficult to
accomplish, but can be set in motion by a process of strategic plan-
ning. This places this process of establishing a shared vision in the
context of the deepening of democracy in inner city schools. This
process will, we hope, result in urban school reform that is rooted in
community values.

Community as Participatory Democracy

Following Thomas Sergiovanni (1994), we define “community”
as sets of cultural institutions (e.g., residents of a neighborhood)
whose shared values achieve mutual goals. Local community
involves those residents of neighborhoods who are bound together by
place to preserve (or seek) a quality of life (see Mirén, Bogotch, and
Biesta 2001). Prominent among these residents, although histori-
cally marginalized, are public high school students. The process of
participatory democracy (see Apple and Beane 1995) politically
transforms (Laclau 2000) professional values such that the seeming
intransigent rigidity of public bureaucracies such as schools can be
mediated. Participatory democracy provides an institutional mecha-
nism in public schools (see Baum 1997; also chapter 10) whereby the
condition of postmodern chaos and disorientation (Harvey 1990;
Poster 1990) in the local community and indeed the wider society
can be dealt with more effectively. What results, one hopes, are
“communities of hope” (Baum 1997).

What we specifically mean here is that students, teachers, prin-
cipals, and neighborhood residents work collaboratively to newly
design inner city schools (see Baldwin 2001). The purpose of this
design, at the very least, is the provision of sanctuaries where both
the school community and the neighborhood can feel safe, respect-
ful of each other and, ultimately, to achieve trust as equal partners
(see Mirén, Bogotch, and Biesta 2001; also Starratt 1991). This is a
necessarily paradoxical relationship, that is one marred in the
“dialectics of place” (see Torres and Miréon 2001). Let us specify.

On the one hand it is vital that schools do not abdicate their
responsibilities to improve quality of life in their neighborhoods.
Indeed a fundamental assumption of the new school-community
relation (Crowson 2001) is that public (inner-city schools) must play
a pivotal role in the revitalization of daily life in local communities.
What does this mean? At the very least it means holistically attend-
ing through partnerships with agencies such as the Boys and Girls
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Club (see Lauria et al. 2000) to the vast array of community needs
such as public health and safety, local economic development, and, in
particular, the development of teachers who are sensitive to the
needs of the community. In addition these teachers and site admin-
istrators ultimately may decide to reside in neighborhoods where
students learn (at present housing markets seem to work against
growing a local teaching workforce in that neighborhoods in inner-
city schools are perceived as unsafe). These are no small tasks, how-
ever, and we do not want to imply that teacher leaders and building
principals in urban schools can do this alone. They need partners
and “allies,” for example city managers who, like in the city of Ana-
heim, California, have made Community Development Block Grant
funds available to local school districts to support after school pro-
grams (Mirén, Riel, and Schwarz 1997).

On the other hand, we believe that planning for school-commu-
nity partnerships must proceed sequentially, beginning with
improvement from within. This sequence seems in direct violation of
the school-community “social relation” paradigm we postulated
above. The reason is that in order to transform the culture and
teacher ideology of professionalism, leaders in the school must set in
motion an inquiry process (Levin 1988) to assess and strategically
plan to reach out to their local communities. As we saw in the
Chicago case, community empowerment is problematic when man-
dated in state law. Even the boldest of urban school reform efforts—
federal desegregation—has apparently experienced widespread
failure. Choice must prevail, and school leaders must learn to
develop an “ethics of the heart” (Mir6n 1997). Realistically such
noble values can only be nurtured developmentally when classroom
teachers in particular feel secure in their own work and able to trust
students and their families for the mutual betterment of each.

Finally, we cannot ignore the increasingly regulatory role of
state government. The desired end of the process of community-
making is the institutionalization of deep participatory democracy in
inner-city schools. This process, we argue, is not tangential to the
process of urban school reform. It is integral to it. Yet at the same
time public, inner-city schools can only embrace these radical demo-
cratic values in their professional lives to the extent allowable under
state laws and public policies. We want to end this section by extend-
ing Spencer Maxcy’s (1995) call for enacting democracy to the
process of urban school reform. For reform without attention to the
meaning of community may be doomed to failure, yet again. We
interpret Maxcy’s perspective as defining the new school-community
relation in inner city schools as one that both
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... have as their goal individual human beings participat-
ing and providing mutual recognition. Through the every-
day practice of dialogue, conversation, phronesis [practical
wisdom], practical discourse and judgment, the goal of
community solidarity and unity would be sought. (1995,
cited in Mir6n 1997, 17)

An Agenda for Future Research

In summary, in this volume we have sought to present research
findings and theoretical arguments to shed light on a historical
dilemma: after nearly fifty years of intense urban school reform, why
has student achievement been so uneven in inner city public
schools? More to the point with so much money (see chapters 2 and
3) and perhaps even more in the way of political and policy
resources, why have urban schools failed or has school reform failed
urban schools? From the voluminous evidence mounted we offer the
following tentative hypothesis and invite commentary and empirical
analysis to confirm (or disconfirm) this theoretical exploration. We
tentatively hypothesize that perhaps a central explanation for the
apparently large-scale failures of urban school reform is the lack of
reconciliation of two fundamental, and ultimately competing values
that seem to undergird school reform in urban centers. These are the
cultural values (principally community “empowerment”) and techni-
cal values (mainly student achievement).

Community empowerment generally is made subordinate to
student achievement. This volume has produced studies of the
dynamics of urban school reform. We conclude that urban school
reform architects might wish to mount future reform efforts simul-
taneously along these twin value lenses. Urban school reform should
be purposively and strategically redesigned so as to reconcile their
predictable ideological conflicts. Urban school reform practitioners
and policy elites must be trained in what we shall call “practical
deconstruction” so as to intellectually and pragmatically interrupt
the historical tendencies to cast these value premises in binary oppo-
sition. On the contrary we believe they are mutually constitutive. In
future studies, researchers should consider using these two guiding
value lenses. For example, they might consider using case study
approaches, complemented with statistical analysis and innovative
analytical tools such as Geographic Information System (GIS) soft-
ware to explore the relationships among the residence of teachers
and the location of neighborhood schools to test the hypothesis that
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these historically competing values, unless resolved, will nearly
always lead to failed school reform or the continuation of academic
or social inequalities in the inner city (Sarason 1990; Tyack 1974;
Smith 2001).
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