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What is school reform? Reform is not the same as history. Reform is INTENDED change in schools that’s designed to accomplish certain kinds of valued goals. There’s an intentional aspect and a normative aspect to it that distinguishes reform from other kinds of change.

Unintended consequences: a complicated and chronic problem. Difficult to make results match intent. Unintended consequences have led to a strange side effect – self-reproducing. One reform generates a bunch of changes, only some of which are intended, some of which are unwanted, and therefore it requires a “fixer” reform, which in turn…

Normative quality: Reform has a positive spin to it. “School improvement”. OERI – Office of Educational Research and Improvement. School is a way you try to make changes in people in directions you want them to take. Transforming people in valued directions. Trying to get people to go in directions we want…but what do we want?

Multiple, complex, often contradictory goals. 

1. Create democratic citizens

i. Good voters

ii. Fair jurors

2. Productive workers

i. Generate economic growth

ii. Fill workplace needs

3. Social mobility

i. American Dream

ii. Education to change social class

One person’s reform is another person’s disaster. 

Ex: standards and testing movement. Proponents say high standards reduce social inequality and create workers who are productive and capable. Others say you’re ruining education, force to teach to test. High value on a few skills, rote and book-based, learning becomes disengaged, not a process of enquiry or personal development.

Why study the history of school reform?

It’s important to get a sense of how current reforms can be understood in a larger historical context. Lots of things in the air are not new, ideas get recycled. 

Patterns – what kind of patterns characterize reform? What approaches seem to be more likely to succeed? The literature says, the kinds of reform that can be fit within current practices and structures, or add-on to the exisiting, are most likely to be adopted. The ones that involve transforming practice are the most remarkably unsuccessful (Dewey).

The problem of buy-in…you can’t just push from the top. Standards and testing is an effort to get around the problem by creating real consequences for the front line.

Attempt to avoid the mistakes of the past – many reformers are very “in-the-present” and don’t examine past successes/failures.

Reform is constant/chronic, but schools are very  resistant to change…change doesn’t really happen much. Waves/cycles/pendulum swings of school reform theory sweep through and histories tend to look at the reform rhetoric…at a deeper less visible level there’s a process of slow, evolutionary change at the school level which is glacial and consistent. Think about the two levels separately…

Reforms do take place, but slowly and not the fast, flashy way that reformers hope for. Grammar of schooling: Basic rules that define how meaning is made and relationships established. That grammar has a strong persistence, but does change over time. Geologic change. The most successful reforms disappear into the grammar of schooling – we don’t think of it as a change, we just think of it as “the way schools are”. 

Examples: Development of the self-contained classroom (as opposed to eclectic group of students in a multi-teacher classroom)

Age-graded classroom & linear progression by year (as opposed to skill-groupings.)

First four weeks: broad issues and patterns.

Next five weeks: individual case studies with particular focus on the high school.

