1/20/03 History of School Reform

DL: Too self-absorbed? Quote self too much?

David: Quoted often to show how he had changed, nice with theme of book being changed.

Amy: Seems like a Harvard student – the smart student and you appreciate their points, but they always come off as a bit of an ass.

Jonathan: Ed system same in Canada?

DL: Similar, less decentralized. V. different from European schooling – research he’s citing is from US schools anyway.

DL: Like the student who talks for 60% of the seminar…or the third grade kid kneeling on his seat. Really rubbed me the wrong way this time. 

DL: Looking for broad audience – will he reach them? Or not? Will some be more deaf to the appeal than others.

Amy: Needs a Cliffnotes version, a ten-page article that summarizes his main points.

Mike: effective – a lot of the time you speak on very large terms – I like the way he broke it down, teachers etc. He really empowered the teachers, it all comes down to you.

DL: That sort of Jesse Jackson or Howard Dean “You have the power” – of course, then he leaves.

Jerusha: Cites a lot of literature but only rarely criticizes or analyses the arguments.

DL: It’s an interesting problem – do you criticize your sources if your argument is built on them? People ask if Tyack and Cuban should have talked about which reforms “should” or “should not” have worked rather than just saying which did/didn’t in practice

DL: P. 69 “Educational change is technically simple and socially complex.”

Nara: I don’t see the difference between the technical and the social – what’s simple?

Amy: Consultant coming in and saying what needs to happened

Ossa: Or maybe administering a test, you can do it, but what does it mean?

Jerusha: Getting people to buy into that analysis (the consultant/reformers diagnosis)

DL: A lot of it has been phrased in terms of which technique works better, new math old math, phonics whole language, etc. A lot of reforms have a technical core – not so much whether the technique works well, it’s getting everybody to buy into it and make it actually happen. It needs to be something that works, but getting it actually implemented in independent of whether it works or not.

Niambi: Another aspect is just the stickiness of it. If you just don’t see the benefits or why you’re doing it, it doesn’t stay. The “try this” part is not that hard, it’s keeping it around that’s hard. 

Note to self: Basic theory/practice split 

DL: What is the “meaning problem” here?

Mike: He looks at meaning in terms of how specific groups within the ed system interpret change … how it will affect them, what it actually means in their minds, he talks a lot about “false clarity” that happens a lot.  Collaborative learning = group work – a lot of times that’s not what’s actually the intent of the policy.

DL: Why is it that the meaning of the reform is so important for people in all levels of the system to work on

Ossa: Group buy-in, if even one group resists, it all falls apart.

DL: P. 30 Meaning in a more personal sense. “All real change involves loss, anxiety, and struggle” – there’s something very personal/emotional about educational change for the people involved, there’s something more than a rational shift of approach.

Niambi: Fear of unintended consequences – you can’t just pull things piecemeal and replace them, each change changes something.

Amy: Huge domino effect when things get tacked onto the edges or when theory is created without an eye to particular contexts (urban high poverty schools)

Jonathan: system doesn’t foster communication, and in an environment that makes you uncomfortable a lack of communication makes it more challenging

Mike: Teachers in districts where previous reforms have failed are more likely to resist. After you get beaten down a couple of times, it’s just another stupid reform.

DL: The people who generate reforms are people at the top of the system. They are the people for whom school has always really worked – here, we are all people who have always really done well at school. Reforms tend to come from people like us, not the people for whom the system isn’t working at all. The people sitting in thte back of the room not learning are not the people who are cooking up the ed reform plan. 

Amy: real danger for paternalism to take place – we know best, if they could just get it together, or if it worked for me it should work for everyone else, what’s wrong with these people. And then in the Tyack book – why aren’t we asking the teachers? 

Ossa: One thing we haven’t brought up is the teacher’s unions – I’ve heard bad things, that they are out for the teachers, not for the students

Ossa: If you want to talk to the teachers, isn’t the union the one central voice?

Niambi: All my experience is in emergency, not in a normal context. They would go back and enforce our contracts – more of an “I need help, right now” resource

Mike: I saw the union, I never considered it in terms of how it affects the students, it was more of a teachers v. admin thing and sometimes students would get in the way. Both sides used them as leverage sometimes. 

Ossa: what about if you need to recruit a certain teacher, pay a science teacher more, and the union says no, everyone needs to be paid more

Mike: I would support that – little exceptions can slide into districts expecting more exceptions and I think that can mess it up for everyone. I’m totally union on things like that.…

DL: Levelling effect is antithetical in a way to what we think of as professional – hierarchy and self-regulation of merit. But nothing’s self-regulating about teaching. Unions arose because employers were treating that quite arbitrarily. In the 50’s the unions leveled, raised pay, created job security, suddenly teaching became a career, not just a stop on the way to something else, as it had been before. Unions never had control over the job or access to the job itself – if you don’t have any kind of collegial control you defend yourself. 

Jerusha: I always think of what happens in Higher ed as that sort of thing – there is not union for professors – its’ political and ugly and charged

DL: There are unions, for the public universities, part of it is that faculty have a major say, final/central say in promotion, therefore there’s a certain within-group legitimacy to choices. Levelling being better than the alternative is something we keep running into.

Nara: Address issues of expectations and self-esteem

Dl: So let’s talk about how we make educational change happen – particularly this issue about the learning community – he even says that the point of reform needs to be to change the culture of the school. What’s the issue of professional learning community that makes this such a central issue?

David: The knowledge is generated and needs to be maintained at the local level

Jonathan: Also combats the “who’s complaining” issue 

DL: Community around professional issues: Why will this change?

Ossa: Goes back to common meaning and understanding of reasons behind reform

Mike: permeate from teachers to administrators

Nara: less top-down, more lateral 

DL: when you have input on process and criteria any inequalities seem more acceptable

Amy: Therapy/support group for anxiety and risk generated by change

Amy: It can kind of swing two ways – if your colleagues are adopting something, then you’ll go along too, but if everyone’s negative….you’re coming back to “procedural justice” argument – the process is just even if individuals disagree

David: Even when there’s a lot of buy-in agreement, it’s still the teacher 1:30 and there’s a negotiation with the students for what you need to get through the day – you can be very self-aware and have trouble putting it into practice

DL: He seems to be saying that professional culture not only supports, but also coerces you in some ways. You could say that the same kind of culture is happening now, it’s just an anti-reform culture. Is he talking about what he would consider a “good” community or is he taking about a “dysfunctional culture”. 

Nara: you can’t dictate what collaboratives do, it’s the whole point

DL: Then if you can’t dictate what they do, then why are they good, why would the state department or school board push that? Is it good, or neutral?

Mike: The way he presents it, he doesn’t give certain reforms that get certain results. Just if you have the best interests of the school at heart – then of course you see progress. But then that’s a big problem, how do you get those things together, I don’t necessarily agree that it can happen. 

DL: one of the things that come out in the teacher ed literature is that teacher ed programs are such a weak treatment – one of the things is that they’ve all BEEN in school and they know what a teacher looks like. The other is the teacher culture in a school – people come out with all sorts of progressive notions and they walk into the school and meet with traditionalism/negativism. 

David: He has a strong belief about the way people learn and the way kids learn – for the first time he ways we’re lining up the way teachers teach with the way the kids learn.

DL: Exactly. How can schools be a place where students learn if teachers are not learning? His central theme here that is not quite explicit might be that reform is a learning process. Successful reform takes a pedagogical approach to reform. Takes away from this normative idea…

Nara: Doesn’t address the problem of the disengaged

Ossa: Tenure – you can’t fire the disengaged

Niambi: It also assumes that people learn in similar ways – you can’t assume that people will learn in the same way, have same goals – 9th grade group could focus on different things from 12th grade – these micro-communities might not promote whole school reform

DL: Might run at cross-purposes: Math community might want to flunk everyone and hold a hard line, Social sciences might want to be more vague – two entirely different communities, both supported by a vision.

DL: So note his part 2: He’s not saying anything decided in the community is OK, you need externalities, assessment, things that push the community in one direction not another. 

Accountability has to be structured in a way that allows people to gain ownership of the reform and adjust to it

DL Still feels a bit like deus ex machina this thing from the outside pushing for what goals? Who decides? Is any change okay that accountability requires?

Next time: think more about issue of accountability more abou the community and accountability sides of the equation – why would educationally good things necessarily happen from this combination?Why would this be a reform instead of a disaster?

