
In the past two years, the number of
students expelled from elementary
and secondary schools in Chicago

has nearly doubled. Expelled kids get
sent to something called “safe schools,”
run by for-profit organizations. When a
reporter asked Chicago officials why the
number of spaces in the for-profit acade-
mies was far smaller than the number of
expelled students, the reporter was reas-
sured. Not to worry. They don’t all show
up. Meanwhile, the city is writing new
categories and new zero-tolerance poli-
cies to push reform along. Chicago is the
home of get-tough reform, and all these
changes have been made in the name of
upgrading “standards.” The results? Test
scores over the past three years have
risen, we are told, by 3.4 percent in
Chicago. That’s a few more right an-
swers on a standardized test, maybe.

Back in my home state, Massachu-
setts, the town of Lynnfield announced
that it was time to end METCO, a pro-
gram that for twenty years brought mi-
nority children into nearly all-white,
middle-class, suburban communities.
The Board members explained to the
press that the program wasn’t helping the
Lynnfield schools raise their “stan-
dards”—that is, their scores on the new
tough state tests. Sometimes equity and
excellence just don’t mix well. So sorry.1

The stories of Chicago and Lynn-
field capture a dark side of the “stan-
dards-based reform” movement in
American education: the politically pop-
ular movement to devise national or
state-mandated standards for what all
kids should know, and high-stakes tests
and sanctions to make sure they all know
it. The stories show how the appeal to
standards can mask and make way for

other agendas: punishing kids, privatiz-
ing public education, giving up on equi-
ty.

I know how advocates of the move-
ment to standardize standards will re-
spond: “Good reform ideas can always
be misused. Our proposals are designed
to help kids, save public education, and
ensure equity.”

I disagree. Even in the hands of sin-
cere allies of children, equity, and public
education, the current push for far
greater standardization than we’ve ever
previously attempted is fundamentally
misguided. It will not help to develop

young minds, contribute to a robust de-
mocratic life, or aid the most vulnerable
of our fellow citizens. By shifting the lo-
cus of authority to outside bodies, it un-
dermines the capacity of schools to
instruct by example in the qualities of
mind that schools in a democracy
should be fostering in kids—responsibil-
ity for one’s own ideas, tolerance for the
ideas of others, and a capacity to negoti-
ate differences. Standardization instead
turns teachers and parents into the local
instruments of externally imposed ex-
pert judgment. It thus decreases the
chances that young people will grow up
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1 Eventually, Lynnfield backed off and de-
cided to keep METCO but impose more
stringent standards on METCO students
than others—a decision that prompted
METCO to cut off its relationship with
Lynnfield.



in the midst of adults who are making
hard decisions and exercising mature
judgment in the face of disagreements.
And it squeezes out those schools and
educators that seek to show alternate
possibilities, to explore other paths.

The standardization movement is
not based on a simple mistake. It rests on
deep assumptions about the goals of 
education and the proper exercise of au-
thority in the making of decisions—
assumptions we ought to reject in favor
of a different vision of a healthy democ-
ratic society. Drawing on my experience
in schools in New York City and Boston,
I show that this alternative vision isn’t
utopian, even if it might be messy—as
democracy is always messy.

Standards-Based Reform
Standards-based reform systems vary
enormously in their details. But they are
generally organized around a set of four
interconnected mechanisms: first, an
official document (sometimes called a
framework) designed by experts in vari-
ous fields that describes what kids
should know and be able to do at given
grade levels in different subjects; sec-
ond, classroom curricula—commercial
textbooks and scripted programs—that
are expected to convey that agreed-upon
knowledge; third, a set of assessment
tools (tests) to measure whether chil-
dren have achieved the goals specified in
the framework; and fourth, a scheme of
rewards and penalties directed at schools
and school systems, but ultimately at in-
dividual kids, who fail to meet the stan-
dards as measured by the tests. Cut-off
points are set at various politically feasi-
ble points—in some states they are
pegged so that nearly 90 percent of the
students fail whereas others fail less than
10 percent. School administrators (and
possibly teachers) are fired if schools fail
to reach particular goals after a given pe-
riod of time, and kids are held back in
grade, sent to summer school, and final-
ly refused diplomas if they don’t meet
the cut-off scores.

Massachusetts, for instance, has re-
cently devised tests in English, mathe-
matics, history, and science (to be
followed by other subjects over time)
covering the state’s mandated frame-
works. The tests are given in grades four,
eight, and ten. Beginning in 2003, stu-
dents will need to pass the grade-ten

tests to get a Massachusetts high school
diploma; moreover, the tests are intend-
ed to serve as the sole criteria for rating
schools, for admission to public colleges,
and for as many other rewards and sanc-
tions as busy state officials can devise.

The Massachusetts tests are not typ-
ical, but then each state has its own vari-
ant. The Massachusetts tests are
unusually long (fifteen to twenty hours),
and cover a startling amount of material.
For fourth graders the history and social
studies portions allow the test makers to
ask questions about anything that hap-
pened between prehistoric times and
500 AD in “the world,” and in the Unit-
ed States until 1865. While world histo-
ry expands in the upper grades, you can
get a high school diploma without ever
studying US history after 1865. The sci-
ence and math portions are equally an
inch deep and a mile wide. And the se-
lections and questions on the reading
tests were initially designed with full
knowledge (and intent) that, if scores do
not immediately improve, eighty per-
cent of all fourth graders would fail—
even though Massachusetts fourth
graders rank near the top in most na-
tional reading assessments.

But the specifics of the tests are not
the central issue. Even if they were re-
placed by saner instruments, they would
still embody a fundamentally misguided
approach to school reform. To see just
how they are misguided, we need first to
ask about their rationale. Why are these
tests being imposed?

Why Standards?
Six basic assumptions underlie the cur-
rent state and national standard setting
and testing programs now off the
ground in 49 of 50 states (all but Iowa):

1. Goals: It is possible and desirable
to agree on a single definition of what
constitutes a well-educated 18-year-old
and demand that every school be held to
the same definition. We have, it is ar-
gued, gotten by without such an agree-
ment at a great cost—witness the decline
of public education—in comparison to
other nations with tight national sys-
tems.

2. Authority: The task of defining
“well-educated” is best left to experts—
educators, political officials, leaders from
industry and the major academic disci-
plines—operating within a system of

political checks and balances. That each
state’s definition at the present time
varies so widely suggests the eventual
need for a single national standard.

3. Assessment: With a single defini-
tion in place, it will be possible to mea-
sure and compare individuals and
schools across communities—local,
state, national, international. To this
end, curricular norms for specific ages
and grades should be translated into ob-
jective tests that provide a system of uni-
form scores for all public, and if possible
private, schools and districts. Such scores
should permit public comparisons be-
tween and among students, schools, dis-
tricts, and states at any point in time.

4. Enforcement: Sanctions, too, need
to be standardized, thus removed from
local self-interested parties—including
parents, teachers, and local boards. Only
a more centralized and distant system
can resist the pressures from people clos-
est to the child—the very people who
have become accustomed to low stan-
dards.

5. Equity: Expert-designed stan-
dards, imposed through tests, are the
best way to achieve educational equity.
While a uniform national system would
work best if all students had relatively
equal resources, equity requires intro-
ducing such a system as rapidly as possi-
ble regardless of disparities. It is
especially important for schools with
scarcer resources to focus their work,
concentrating on the essentials. Stan-
dardization with remotely controlled
sanctions thus offers the best chance pre-
cisely for underfunded communities and
schools, and for less well-educated and
less powerful families.

6. Effective Learning: Clear-cut ex-
pectations, accompanied by automatic
rewards and punishments, will produce
greater effort, and effort—whether in-
duced by the desire for rewards, fear of
punishment, or shame—is the key to
learning. When teachers as well as stu-
dents know what constitutes failure, and
also know the consequences of failure, a
rational system of rewards and punish-
ments becomes an effective tool. Auto-
matic penalties work for schooling much
as they do for crime and punishment:
consistency and certainty are the keys.
For that reason compassion requires us
to stand firm, even in the face of pain
and failure in the early years.



A Crisis?
The current standards-based reform
movement took off in 1983 in response
to the widely held view that America was
at extreme economic risk, largely be-
cause of bad schools. The battle cry—
called out first in A Nation At
Risk—launched an attack on dumb
teachers, uncaring mothers, social pro-
motion, and general academic permis-
siveness. Teachers and a new group
labeled “educationists” were declared the
main enemy, thus undermining their
credibility, and setting the stage for cut-
ting them and their concerns out of the
cure. According to critics, American ed-
ucation needed to be reimagined, made
more rigorous, and, above all, brought
under the control of experts who—un-
like educators and parents—understood
the new demands of our economy and
culture. The cure might curtail the work
of some star teachers and star schools,
and it might lead, as the education chief
of Massachusetts recently noted, to a lot
of crying fourth graders. But the gravity
of the long-range risks to the nation de-
manded strong medicine.

Two claims were thus made: that our
once-great public system was no longer
performing well, and that its weaknesses
were undermining America’s economy.

Most critics have long agreed that
the data in support of the claim about
school decline are at best weak (see
Richard Rothstein’s 1998 book, The
Way We Were?). As a result, the debate
shifted—although the average media
story hardly noticed—to an acknowl-
edgement that even if there wasn’t a de-
cline in school achievement, the
demands of the new international econ-
omy required reinventing our schools
anyway. Whether the crisis was real or
imagined, change was required. But ef-
forts to induce changes in teaching and
learning met with widespread resistance
from many different quarters—from cit-
izens, parents, teachers, and local offi-
cials. Some schools changed
dramatically, and some changed bits and
pieces, but the timetable was far too slow
for the reformers. The constituents who
originally coalesced around A Nation at
Risk began to argue that the fault lay ei-
ther in the nature of public schooling it-
self or in the excesses of local
empowerment. The cure would have to
combine more competition from the

private or semi-private sector and more
rigorous control by external experts who
understood the demands of our econo-
my and had the clout to impose change.
This latter viewpoint has dominated the
standards-based reform movement.

Unfortunately, a sense of reality has
been lost in these shifting terms of de-
bate. Now, fifteen years after analysts
discovered the great crisis of American
education, the American economy is
soaring, the productivity of our work-
force is probably tops in the world, and
our system of advanced education is the
envy of the world. In elementary school
literacy (where critics claim that senti-
mental pedagogues have for decades
failed to teach children how to read), the
United States still ranks second or third,
topped only by one or another of the
Scandinavian countries. While we rank
lower in math and science tests, we con-
tinue to lead the world in technology
and inventiveness. If the earlier argu-
ment was right and economic prowess
requires good schooling, then teachers in
America ought to be congratulated, and
someone should be embarrassed by the
false alarm. Instead, the idea that schools
are a disaster, and that fixing them fast is
vital to our economy, has become some-
thing of a truism. It remains the excuse
for all reform efforts, and for carrying
them out on the scale and pace pro-
posed.

Educators from the Progressive tra-
dition are often accused of “experiment-
ing” on kids. But never in the history of
the nation have Progressives proposed
an experiment so drastic, vast, and po-
tentially serious in its real-life impact on
millions of young people. If the conse-
quences are other than those its support-
ers hope for, the harm to the nation’s
educational system and the youngsters
involved—maybe even to our econo-
my—will be large and hard to undo.

The Real Crisis
The coalition of experts which produced
A Nation at Risk were wrong when they
announced the failure of American pub-
lic education and its critical role in our
economic decline. Constructive debate
about reform should begin by acknowl-
edging this misjudgment. But it should
then also acknowledge the even bigger
crisis that schools have played a major
part in deepening, if not actually creat-

ing, and could play a big part in curing.
This crisis requires quite a different set of
responses, often in direct conflict with
standardization.

An understanding of this other crisis
begins by noting that we have the lowest
voter turnout by far of any modern in-
dustrial country; we are exceptional for
the absence of responsible care for our
most vulnerable citizens (we spend less
on child welfare—baby care, medical
care, family leave—than almost every
competitor); we don’t come close to our
competitors in income equity; and our
high rate of (and investment in) incar-
ceration places us in a class by ourselves.
All of these, of course, effect some citi-
zens far more than others: and the heav-
iest burdens fall on the poor, the young,
and people of color.

These social and political indicators
are suggestive of a crisis in human rela-
tionships. Virtually all discussions—
right or left—about what’s wrong in our
otherwise successful society acknowl-
edge the absence of a sense of responsi-
bility for one’s community and of
decency in personal relationships. An
important cause of this subtler crisis, I
submit, is that the closer our youth
come to adulthood the less they belong
to communities that include responsible
adults, and the more stuck they are in
peer-only subcultures. We’ve created
two parallel cultures, and it’s no wonder
the ones on the grown-up side are feel-
ing angry at the way the ones on the
other side live and act: apparently foot-
loose and fancy-free but in truth often
lost, confused, and knit-together for
temporary self-protection. The conse-
quences are critical for all our young-
sters, but obviously more severe—often
disastrous—for those less identified
with the larger culture of success.

Many changes in our society aided
and abetted the shifts that have pro-
duced this alienation. But one impor-
tant change has been in the nature of
schooling. Our schools have grown too
distant, too big, too standardized, too
uniform, too divorced from their com-
munities, too alienating of young from
old and old from young. Few youngsters
and few teachers have an opportunity to
know each other by more than name (if
that); and schools are organized so as to
make “knowing each other” nearly im-
possible. In such settings it’s hard to



teach young people how to be responsi-
ble to others, or to concern themselves
with their community. At best they de-
velop loyalties to the members of their
immediate circle of friends (and perhaps
their own nuclear family). Even when
they take on teen jobs their fellow work-
ers and their customers are likely to be
peers. Apprenticeship as a way to learn
to be an adult is disappearing. The pub-
lic and its schools, the “real” world and
the schoolhouse, young people and
adults have become disconnected, and
until they are reconnected no list of par-
ticular bits of knowledge will be of much
use.

In my youth there were over 200,000
School Boards. Today there are fewer

than 20,000, and the average school,
which in my youth had only a few hun-
dred students, now holds thousands. As
I write, Miami and Los Angeles are in
the process of building the two largest
high schools ever. The largest districts
and the largest and most anonymous
schools are again those that serve our
least advantaged children.

Because of the disconnection be-
tween the public and its schools, the
power to protect or support them now
lies increasingly in the hands of public or
private bodies that have no immediate
stake in the daily life of the students.
CEOs, federal and state legislators, uni-
versity experts, presidential think tanks
make more and more of the daily deci-
sions about schools. For example, the de-
tails of the school day and year are
determined by state legislators—often
down to minutes per day for each subject
taught, and whether to promote Johnny
from third to fourth grade. The school’s
budget depends on it. Site-based school
councils are increasingly the “in” thing,
just as the scope of their responsibility
narrows.

Public schools, after a romance with
local power—beginning in the late
1960s and ending in the early ’90s—are
increasingly organized as interchange-
able units of a larger state organism, each
expected to conform to the intelligence
of some central agency or expert author-
ity. The locus of authority in young peo-
ple’s lives has shifted away from the
adults kids know well and who know the
kids well—at a cost. Home schooling or
private schooling seem more and more

the natural next step for those with the
means to do so and the desire to remain
in authority.

Our school troubles are not primar-
ily due to too-easy coursework or too
much tolerance for violence. The big
trouble lies instead in the company our
children keep—or, more precisely, don’t
keep. They no longer keep company
with us—the grown-ups they are about
to become. And the adults they do en-
counter seem less and less worthy of
their respect. What kid, after all, wants
to be seen emulating people he’s been
told are too dumb to exercise power, and
are simply implementing the commands
of the real experts?

Alternative Assumptions
Just as the conventional policy assump-
tions emerge naturally from a falsely di-
agnosed crisis, so does the crisis I have
sketched suggest an alternative set of as-
sumptions.

1. Goals: In a democracy, there are
multiple, legitimate definitions of “a
good education” and “well-educated,”
and it is desirable to acknowledge that
plurality. Openly differing viewpoints
constitute a healthy tension in a democ-
ratic, pluralistic society. Even where a
mainstream view exists, alternate views
that challenge the consensus are critical
to the society’s health. Young people
need to be exposed to competing views,
and to adults debating choices about
what’s most important. As John Stuart
Mill said, “It is not the mind of heretics
that are deteriorated most, by the ban
placed on all inquiry which does not end
in the orthodox conclusions. The great-
est harm is done to those who are not
heretics, and whose whole mental devel-
opment is cramped, and their reason
cowed, by the fear of heresy.”

2. Authority: In fundamental ques-
tions of education, experts should be
subservient to citizens. Experts and lay-
men alike have an essential role in shap-
ing both ends and means, the what and
the how. While it is wise to involve ex-
perts from both business and the acade-
my, they provide only one set of
opinions, and are themselves rarely of a
single mind. Moreover, it is educational-
ly important for young people to be in
the company of adults—teachers, family
members, and other adults in their own
communities—powerful enough to de-

cide important things. They need to wit-
ness the exercise of judgment, the weigh-
ing of means and ends by people they
can imagine becoming; and they need to
see how responsible adults handle dis-
agreement. If we think the adults in chil-
dren’s lives are, in Jefferson’s words, “not
enlightened enough to exercise their
control with a wholesome discretion, the
remedy is not to take it from them, but
to inform their discretion by education.”

3. Assessment: Standardized tests are
too simple and simple-minded for high
stakes assessment of children and
schools. Important decisions regarding
kids and teachers should always be based
on multiple sources of evidence that
seem appropriate and credible to those
most concerned. These are old testing
truisms, backed even by the testing in-
dustry, which has never claimed the lev-
el of omniscience many standards
advocates assume of it. The state should
only require that forms of assessment be
public, constitutionally sound, and sub-
ject to a variety of “second opinions” by
experts representing other interested
parties. Where states feel obliged to set
norms—for example, in granting state
diplomas or access to state universities—
these should be flexible, allowing schools
maximum autonomy to demonstrate
the ways they have reached such norms
through other forms of assessment.

4. Enforcement: Sanctions should re-
main in the hands of the local commu-
nity, to be determined by people who
know the particulars of each child and
each situation. The power of both busi-
ness and the academy are already sub-
stantial; their access to the means of
persuasion (television, the press, etc.)
and their power to determine access to
jobs and higher education already im-
pinge on the freedom of local communi-
ties. Children, their families, and their
communities should not be required to
make decisions about their own students
and their own work based on such exter-
nal measures. It is sufficient that they are
obliged to take them into account in
their deliberations about their children’s
future options.

5. Equity: A more fair distribution of
resources is the principal means for
achieving educational equity. The pri-
mary national responsibility is to nar-
row the resource gap between the most
and least advantaged, both between 9



a.m. and 3 p.m. and during the other
five-sixths of their waking lives, when
rich and poor students are also learn-
ing—but very different things. To this
end publicly accessible comparisons of
educational achievement should always
include information regarding the rela-
tive resources that the families of stu-
dents, schools, and communities bring
to the schooling enterprise.

6. Effective Learning: Improved
learning is best achieved by improving
teaching and learning relationships, by
enlisting the energies of both teachers
and learners. The kinds of learning re-
quired of citizens cannot be accom-
plished by standardized and centrally
imposed systems of learning, even if we
desired it for other reasons. Human
learning, to be efficient, effective, and
long-lasting, requires the engagement of
learners on their own behalf, and rests
on the relationships that develop be-
tween schools and their communities,
between teachers and their students,
and between the individual learner and
what is to be learned.

No “scientific” argument can con-
clusively determine whether this set of
assumptions or the set sketched earlier is
true. Although some research suggests
that human learning is less efficient
when motivated by rewards and punish-
ments, and that fear is a poor motivator,
I doubt that further research will settle
the issue. But because of the crisis of hu-
man relationships, I urge that we consid-
er the contrary claims more seriously
than we have. We may even find that in
the absence of strong human relation-
ships rigorous intellectual training in the
most fundamental academic subjects
can’t flourish. In a world shaped by 
centralized media, restoring a greater
balance of power between local commu-
nities and central authorities, between
institutions subject to democratic con-
trol and those beyond their control, may
be vastly more important than educa-
tional reformers bent on increased cen-
tralization acknowledge.

An Alternative Model
Suppose, then, that we think about
school reform in light of these alterna-
tive assumptions. What practical model
of schools and learning do they support?
In brief, our hope lies in schools that are
more personal, compelling, and attrac-

tive than the internet or TV, where
youngsters can keep company with in-
teresting and powerful adults, who are
in turn in alliance with the students’
families and local institutions. We need
to surround kids with adults who know
and care for our children, who have
opinions and are accustomed to express-
ing them publicly, and who know how
to reach reasonable collective decisions
in the face of disagreement. That means
increasing local decision-making, and
simultaneously decreasing the size and
bureaucratic complexity of schools.
Correspondingly, the worst thing we
can do is to turn teachers and schools
into the vehicles for implementing ex-
ternally-
imposed standards.

Is such an alternative practical? Are
the assumptions behind it mere senti-
ment?

At the Mission Hill in Boston, one of
ten new Boston public schools initi-

ated by the Boston Public Schools and
the Boston Teachers Union, we designed
a school to support such alternative
practices. The families that came to Mis-
sion Hill were chosen by lottery and rep-
resent a cross-section of Boston’s
population. We intentionally kept the
school small—less than 200 students
ages five to thirteen—so that the adults
could meet regularly, take responsibility
for each others’ work, and argue over
how best to get things right. Parents join
the staff not only for formal governance
meetings, but for monthly informal sup-
pers, conversations, good times. Our
oldest kids—the eighth graders—will
graduate only when they can show us all
that they meet our graduation standards,
which are the result of lots of parent,
staff, and community dialogue over sev-
eral years.

All our students study—once when
they are little, once when they are old-
er—a school-wide interdisciplinary cur-
riculum. Last fall they all became experts
on Boston and Mission Hill, learning its
history (and their own), geography, ar-
chitecture, distinct neighborhoods, and
figures of importance. Last winter they
all recreated ancient Egypt at 67 Al-
legheny Street. This coming winter they
will recreate ancient China. Each spring
they dig into a science-focused curricu-
lum theme. The common curriculum

allowed us, for example, to afford profes-
sional and amateur Egyptologists who
joined us from time to time as lively wit-
nesses to a life-long passion. We have a
big central corridor which serves as our
public mall, where kids paint murals,
mix together to read, and talk across
ages. High school students, who share
the building with us, read with little
ones, take them on trips, and generally
model what it can mean to be a more re-
sponsible and well-educated person.

We invented our own standards—not
out of whole cloth but with an eye to
what the world out there expects and
what we deem valuable and important.
And we assessed them through the work
the kids do and the commentary of others
about that work. Our standards are in-
tended to deepen and broaden young
people’s habits of mind, their craftsman-
ship, and their work habits. Other schools
may select quite a different way of de-
scribing and exhibiting their standards.
But they too need to consciously con-
struct their standards in ways that give
schooling purpose and coherence, and
then commit themselves to achieving
them. And the kids need to understand
the standards and their rationale. They
must see school as not just a place to get a
certificate, but a place that lives by the
same standards it sets for them. Thus the
Mission Hill school not only sets stan-
dards but has considerable freedom and
flexibility with regard to how it spends its
public funds and organizes its time to at-
tain them. All ten pilot schools offer ex-
amples of different ways this might play
out, ways that could be replicated in all
Boston schools.

Standards of assessment are not once-
for-all issues. We reexamine our school
constantly to see that it remains a place
that engages all of us in tough but inter-
esting learning tasks, nourishes and en-
courages the development of reasonable
and judicious trust, and nurtures a pas-
sion for making sense of things and the
skills needed to do so. We expect dis-
agreements—sometimes painful ones.
We know that even well-intentioned,
reasonable people cross swords over
deeply held beliefs. But we know, too,
that these differences can be sources of
valuable education when the school itself
can negotiate the needed compromises.

What is impressive at Mission Hill,
in the other Pilot schools, at the Central



Park East Schools in New York’s East
Harlem (where I worked for 25 years),
and the thousands of other small schools
like them, is that over time the kids buy
in. These schools receive the same per
capita public funding as other schools,
are subject to city and state testing, and
must obey the same basic health, safety,
and civil rights regulations. But because
these schools are small, the families and
faculties are together by choice, and all
concerned can exercise substantial pow-
er over staffing, scheduling, curriculum,
and assessment, the schools’ cultural
norms and expectations are very differ-
ent than most other public schools.

The evidence suggests that most
youngsters have a sufficiently deep
hunger for the relationships these
schools offer them—among kids and be-
tween adults and kids—that they choose
it over the alternative cultures on the
Net, tube, and street. Over ninety per-
cent of Central Park East’s very typical
students stuck it out, graduated, and
went on to college. And most persevered
through higher education. Did they ever
rebel, get mad at us, reassert their con-
trary values and adolescent preferences?
Of course. Did we fail with some? Yes.
But it turns out that the hunger for
grown-up connections is strong enough
to make a difference, if we give it a
chance. Studies conducted on the other
similar schools launched in New York
between 1975 and 1995 showed the
same pattern of success.

Standards, yes. Absolutely. But as
Ted Sizer, who put the idea of standards
on the map in the early 1980s, also told
us then: we need standards held by real
people who matter in the lives of our
young. School, family, and community
must forge their own, in dialogue with
and in response to the larger world of
which they are a part. There will always
be tensions, but if the decisive, authori-
tative voice always comes from anony-
mous outsiders, then kids cannot learn
what it takes to develop their own voice.

Iknow this “can be” because I’ve been
there. The flowering of so many new

public schools of choice over the past
two decades proves that under widely
different circumstances, very different
kinds of leadership and different aus-
pices, a powerful alternative to external-
ly-imposed standards is available.

But I also know the powerful reasons
why it “can’t be”—because I’ve witnessed
first-hand the resistance to allowing oth-
ers to follow suit, much less encouraging
or mandating them to do so. The resis-
tance comes not simply from bad bureau-
crats or fearful unions (the usual
bogeymen), but legislators and mayors
and voters, from citizens who think that
anything public must be all things to all
constituents (characterless and mediocre
by definition), and from various elites
who see teachers and private citizens as
too dumb to engage in making important
decisions. That’s a heady list of resisters.

But small self-governing schools of
choice—operating with considerable
flexibility and freedom—also resonate
with large numbers of people, including
many of those who are gathering around
charter schools, and even some support-
ers of privatization and home schooling.
They too come from a wide political
spectrum and could be mobilized.

Accountability
And yet doubts about accountability will
linger. In a world of smaller, more au-
tonomous schools not responsible to
centralized standards, how will we know
who is doing a good job and who isn’t?
How can we prevent schools from claim-
ing they’re doing just fine (and being be-
lieved), when it may not be true? Are we
simply forced to trust them, with no in-
dependent evidence?

What lies behind these worries? For
those who accept the conventional as-
sumptions, anything but top-down
standardization seems pointless. But for
those whose concern is more practical
there are some straightforward answers
to the issue of accountability that do
not require standardization.

To begin with, I am not advocating
the elimination of all systems for taking
account of how schools and students are
doing. In any case, that is hardly a danger.
Americans invented the modern, stan-
dardized, norm-referenced test. Our stu-
dents have been taking more tests, more
often, than any nation on the face of the
earth, and schools and districts have
been going public with test scores start-
ing almost from the moment children
enter school. By third or fourth grade
(long before any of our international
competitors bother to test children) we
have test data for virtually all schools—

by race, class, and gender. We know ex-
actly how many kids did better or worse
in each and every subcategory. We have
test data for almost every grade there-
after in reading and math, and to some
degree in all other subjects. This has
been the case for nearly half a century.
Large numbers of our eighteen-year-olds
now take standardized college entry tests
(SATs and ACTs). In addition, the na-
tional government now offers us its own
tests—the NAEP—which are given to
an uncontaminated sample of students
from across the United States and now
reported by grade and state. And all of
the above is very public.

In addition, public schools have
been required to produce statements at-
testing to their financial integrity—how
they spend their money—at least as rig-
orously as any business enterprise. They
are held accountable for regularly re-
porting who works for them and what
their salaries are. In most systems there
are tightly prescribed rules and regula-
tions; schools are obliged to fill out in-
numerable forms regarding almost
every aspect of their work—how many
kids are receiving special education,
how many incidents of violence, how
many suspensions, how many gradu-
ates, what grades students have received,
how many hours and minutes they
study each and every subject, and the
credentials of their faculties. This infor-
mation, and much more, is public. And
the hiring and firing of superintendents
has become a very common phenome-
non.

In a nation in which textbooks are
the primary vehicle for distributing
school knowledge, a few major textbook
publishers, based on a few major state
textbook laws, dominate the field, offer-
ing most teachers, schools, and students
very standardized accounts of what is to
be learned, and when and how to deliver
this knowledge. Moreover, most text-
books have always come armed with
their own end-of-chapter tests, increas-
ingly designed to look like the real thing;
indeed, test makers also are the publish-
ers of many of the major standardized
tests.

In short, we have been awash in ac-
countability and standardization for a
very long time. What we are missing is
precisely the qualities that the last big
wave of reform was intended to respond



to: teachers, kids, and families who don’t
know each other or each other’s work
and don’t take responsibility for it. We
are missing communities built around
their own articulated and public stan-
dards and ready to show them off to oth-
ers.

The schools I have worked in and sup-
port have shown how much more

powerful accountability becomes when
one takes this latter path. The work pro-
duced by Central Park East students, for
example, is collected regularly in portfo-
lios; it is examined (and in the case of
high school students, judged) by tough
internal and external reviewers, in a
process that closely resembles a doctoral
dissertation oral exam. The standards by
which a student is judged are easily acces-
sible to families, clear to kids, and capable
of being judged by other parties. In addi-
tion such schools undergo school-wide
external assessments which take into ac-
count the quality of their curriculum, in-
struction, staff development, and culture
as well as the impact of the school on stu-
dent’s future success (in college, work,
etc.).

Are the approaches designed by Cen-
tral Park East or Mission Hill the best
way? That’s probably the wrong ques-
tion. We never intended to suggest that
everyone should follow our system. It
would be nice if it were easier for others
to adopt our approach, but it would be
even better if it were easier—in fact re-
quired—that others adopt alternatives to
it, including the use of standardized tests
if they so choose. My argument is for
more local control, not for one true way.

I opt for more local control not be-
cause I think the larger society has no
common interests at stake in how we
educate all children, nor because local
people are smarter or intrinsically more
honorable. Of course not. The inter-
ests of wider publics are important in
my way of thinking. I know that pres-
sure exists at Mission Hill not to accept
or push out students who are difficult
to educate, who will make us look
worse on any test, or whose families are
a nuisance. It’s a good thing that others
are watching us to prevent such exclu-
sion.

But in 1999, the United States is
hardly in danger of too much localized
power in education. (The only local

powers we seem to be interested in ex-
panding are those that allow us to re-seg-
regate our schools by race or gender.)
What is missing is balance—some power
in the hands of those whose agenda is
first and foremost the feelings of particu-
lar kids, their particular families, their
perceived local values and needs. With-
out such balance my knowledge that
holding David over in third grade will
not produce the desired effects is useless
knowledge. Neither is my knowledge of
different ways to reach him through liter-
ature or history. This absence of local
power is bad for David’s education and
bad for democracy. A back-seat driver
may know more than the actual driver,
but there are limits to what can be ac-
complished from the rear seat.

In short, the argument is not about
the need for standards or accountability,
but about what kind serves us best. I be-
lieve standardization will make it harder
to hold people accountable and harder
to develop sound and useful standards.
The intellectual demands of the 21st
century, as well as the demands of demo-
cratic life, are best met by preserving
plural definitions of a good education,
local decision-making, and respect for
ordinary human judgments.

Education and Democracy
If we are to make use of what we knew
in Dewey’s day (and know even better
today) about how the human species
best learns, we will have to start by
throwing away the dystopia of the ant
colony, the smoothly functioning (and
quietly humming) factory where every-
thing goes according to plan, and re-
place it with a messy, often
rambunctious, community, with its
multiple demands and complicated
trade-offs. The new schools that might
better serve democracy and the econo-
my will have to be capable of constant-
ly remaking themselves and still
provide for sufficient stability, routine,
ritual, and shared ethos. Impossible? Of
course. So such schools will veer too far
one way or the other at different times
in their history, will learn from each
other, shift focus, and find a new bal-
ance. There will always be a party of or-
der and a party of messiness.

But if schools are not all required to
follow all the same fads, maybe they will
learn something from their separate ex-

periments. And that will help to nurture
the two indispensable traits of a democ-
ratic society: a high degree of tolerance
for others, indeed genuine empathy for
them, and a high degree of tolerance for
uncertainty, ambiguity, and puzzlement,
indeed enjoyment of them.

A vibrant and nurturing community,
with clear and regular guideposts—its
own set of understandings, and a commit-
ment to each other that feels something
rather like love and affection—can sustain
such rapid change without losing its hu-
manity. Such a community must relish its
disagreements, its oddballs, its misfits.
Not quite families, but closer to our defin-
ition of family than factory, such schools
will make high demands on their mem-
bers, have a sustaining and relentless sense
of purpose and coherence, but be ready
also to always (at least sometimes) even re-
consider their own core beliefs. We will
come home exhausted, but not burned
out.

Everything that moves us toward
these qualities will be good for the ideal
of democracy. A democracy in which less
than half its members see themselves as
“making enough difference” to bother to
vote in any election is surely endan-
gered—far more endangered, at risk,
than our economy. It’s for the loss of be-
lief in the capacity to influence the
world, not our economic ups and
downs, that we educators should accept
some responsibility. What I have learned
from thirty years in small powerful
schools is that it is here above all that
schools can make a difference, that they
can alter the odds.

We can’t beat the statistical advantage
on the next round of tests that being ad-
vantaged has over being disadvantaged;
we can, however, substantially affect the
gap between rich and poor where it will
count, in the long haul of life. Even there
it’s hard to see how schools by themselves
can eliminate the gap, but we can stop en-
larging it. The factory-like schools we in-
vented a century ago to handle the masses
were bound to enlarge the gap. But
trained mindlessness at least fit the world
of work so many young people were des-
tined for. We seem now to be reinventing
a 21st century version of the factory-like
school—for the mindworkers of tomor-
row.It is a matter of choice—such a fu-
ture does not roll in on the wheels of
inevitability. We have the resources,



the knowledge, and plenty of living
examples of the many different kinds
of schools that might serve our needs
better. All we need is a little more pa-

tient confidence in the good sense of
“the people”—in short, a little more
commitment to democracy. ■

The New Inequality:
Creating Solutions for Poor America

In this book form of the Boston ReviewÕs New Democracy Forum, leading labor economist Richard
Freeman presents a compelling and passionately argued proposal for a way for the American econo-
my to better promote fairness, to level the playing field at the Òstarting gate of life.Ó While aware of
the difficulties of his proposed changes, Freeman refuses to succumb to inertia or cynicism in the
fight against inequality, calling it Òprobably the most important economic argument of our lifetimes.Ó
At the very least, his arguments,  along with those of his seven equally well-informed respondents,
provide a powerful antidote to ignorance about the fundamental issue of economic inequality.
Beacon Press, $12. Call 1-800-225-3362 to order. 



What an alarming picture: expelled
students in Chicago, unwanted

black youngsters in Lynn, vulnerable ur-
ban kids terribly harmed by the demand
that they meet state academic standards.
What on earth can Massachusetts and so
many other states be thinking of? 

Of course, those Chicago students
may be troublemakers keeping everyone
else from learning; they may need the
“safe schools” that have been specially de-
signed for them. In Massachusetts, mean-
while, the METCO program (which
brings a select group of city kids to subur-
ban schools) has never been properly
evaluated for its academic impact on the
minority students—who are, after all, far
from a random sample of the Boston
school population. Sure, they go college
in high numbers, but, most likely, that
would have been equally true had they
stayed in Boston. If we want to talk about
equity, let’s discuss all of Boston’s stu-
dents—not just those who have been
privileged to ride a bus to the suburbs.
They all deserve a good education, which
is precisely what the current drive for high
academic standards and accountability is
about. 

Indeed, the reforms that Deborah
Meier scorns have been inspired, first
and foremost, by concern for highly dis-
advantaged kids, who for so long have
been educationally neglected. And al-
ready in Massachusetts the new de-
mands are driving better instruction. For
instance, for years Boston promoted stu-
dents who had not mastered the most
basic reading and math skills; the district
is now talking about strategies to teach
reading to those who arrive in high
school functionally illiterate. It’s running
a catch-up summer school. Many dis-
tricts are placing new emphasis on early
intervention to rescue children already
behind by second grade; some are run-

ning summer workshops in content ar-
eas for teachers; others are adding more
reading and writing to the curriculum,
since the tests ask open-ended questions

that assess the student’s ability to under-
stand complex material and organize a
short essay. 

The demand for academic rigor is
changing teaching in the tony suburbs too.
But it’s not the kids in Lexington and Con-
cord who will gain the most from the new
stress on solid skills and a basic knowledge
of core subjects. Deborah Meier wants dif-
ferent standards for advantaged and disad-
vantaged children. Instead, the state is
delivering a vital message: no excuses. Kids
can come from low-income, one-parent
families, or from chaotic neighborhoods.
The color of their skin may be a few shades
darker than that of an Irish Catholic. But
in the classroom, it doesn’t matter. They
can still be expected to acquire the knowl-
edge and skills they will need to hold down

decent jobs in today’s economy. And
knowledge and skills are the road to true
equality. 

Low expectations are demeaning and
patronizing, and let’s not kid ourselves
about the basic economic picture. Meier
is concerned about “income equity.” In-
creasingly since the early 1980s, those
who know more, earn more. Not the
number of years spent in school, but ac-
tual skills determine earnings. Word
knowledge, paragraph comprehension,
arithmetical reasoning, mathematical un-
derstanding: these are some of the skills
the state-wide assessments measure, and
they are the same skills that middle-class
jobs require. 

Deborah Meier suggests the defini-
tion of “well-educated” is up for

grabs, that there is no consensus on
what an 18-year-old should know.

No Excuses
Abigail Thernstrom

Standards and Schools
Seven responses to “Educating a Democracy”



Does she really want to argue about the
worth of learning geometry or the im-
portance of understanding why we
fought a Civil War? And how about a
nine-year-old? Would she label the in-
sistence that kids read abhorrent “stan-
dardization”? Should the state remain
unconcerned when a child does badly
on a third-grade assessment? No one is
talking about punishment; the point is
to provide help. And to do so before the
child begins to slip further and further
behind, becomes discouraged, and
tunes out. 

The kids in her school were learning
to read, she would undoubtedly argue.
Not to worry. Trust her. Well, aside from
the fact that her students at the Mission
Hill school performed below the state av-
erage on the third-grade reading test, what
is the principle here? In setting academic
standards, should we trust everyone in-
volved in every school, including the chil-
dren themselves? Unencumbered by the
road map that the state provides, will they

magically all decide to drive in a good ed-
ucational direction?

In fact, what’s all this romantic stuff
about schools freed from “outside” educa-
tional arbiters in order to do their own
thing have to do with teaching kids basic
democratic values—responsibility for
one’s own ideas, tolerance for others, the
capacity to negotiate differences? Totally
severed from the state, some schools may
engage in racist admissions practices,
teach intolerance, and celebrate armed
conflict. And that’s just for starters. Public
dollars carry strings. That’s what Title VI
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act is all about;
accept federal money, and you can’t dis-
criminate. Accountability is now tied to
state education funds as well. Schools that
the taxpayers fund must meet the stan-
dards that those taxpayers and their repre-
sentatives set. If Deborah Meier doesn’t
like strings, she ought to advocate the
complete privatization of education—an
idea from which she surely recoils. Or she
should campaign to send some education-
ally deprived students to one of the

parochial schools that are serving inner-
city children so well, free from heavy-
handed government interference. She’s a
closet no-strings voucher advocate. 

Meier sees standards as a threat to
individuality. But the highly educated
are the most radical individuals of all
in American society—just cast an eye
over the Harvard faculty. The educa-
tional system in France could hardly
be more centralized, but the French
don’t look like lemmings to me.
Knowledge is liberating, not confin-
ing. And you can’t embark on an intel-
lectual adventure—say, exploring the
still unanswered questions about
World War II—unless you have a solid
grounding in European history, the
immediate German context, and the
chronology of the conflict. Yes, learn-
ing requires digesting, even memoriz-
ing, some basic knowledge. But that
knowledge, once acquired, becomes
the spring board from which the imag-
inative individual takes off. 

Making a Difference
Bob Chase

Deborah Meier has definitely hit a
raw nerve. It is teachers, after all,

who must implement the new state-
mandated standards. But these standards
are typically imposed by politicians and
education policy experts in state capitals,
far away from the realities of our class-
rooms. To teachers, the standards move-
ment increasingly looks like an exercise
in political grandstanding, perpetrated
by people who haven’t been in a real
classroom for years, rather than a serious
effort to improve the quality of educa-
tion.

Is it any wonder that teachers are
enormously frustrated? I agree with
much of what Deborah Meier advocates,
and always have. We absolutely must de-
crease the size and bureaucratic complex-
ity of schools. We must empower
teachers. We must truly connect with
children, especially those on the brink of
adulthood. These youngsters need more
than peer-only subcultures and the in-
stant gratification of the market—they
need responsible adults, with solid val-

ues, involved in their lives. But I do not
accept Deborah Meier’s premise that any
standards created outside of an individ-
ual school by a state or school district will
necessarily make matters worse.

I believe standards can work—they
can lead to improved student learning—
if a number of conditions can be met.
First of all, the standards must reflect the
wisdom of parents and classroom teach-
ers. Secondly, the curricula we teach
must be aligned with the new standards.
Thirdly, teachers must be provided the
professional development we need to in-
corporate the new standards into our
teaching practice. Fourthly, we all must
insist that no single high-stakes test can
measure the academic progress of any
student—that multiple indicators must
be employed.

Finally, and most importantly, we
must pursue higher academic standards
with our eyes wide open. The objective
of the standards movement—to success-
fully educate all children, rich and poor,
to the same high level—is truly revolu-

tionary. We must match our revolution-
ary intentions with commensurably rev-
olutionary interventions to ensure that
all students, especially underprivileged
students, succeed. It is intellectually and
morally dishonest to raise the bar for all
students to a level that is currently being
reached by only a relative few, unless gov-
ernments at all levels are willing to un-
dertake an unprecedented effort to
reduce class sizes, put a qualified teacher
in every classroom, and upgrade school
facilities.

Unfortunately, the prevailing mind-
set among too many politicians and

policy-makers is something right out of
Field of Dreams: “If we set high standards,
students will magically achieve.” They
are deluding themselves. That fact is that
poor and minority students are far more
likely to attend schools with non-certi-
fied teachers, large class sizes, and sub-
standard learning resources due to the
“savage inequalities” (to use Jonathan
Kozol’s apt term for the disparities be-



tween inner-city and suburban schools)
of today’s schools. Yet the politicians who
want to “get tough” on schools seem to
expect disadvantaged students to achieve,
by fiat, at the same ambitious levels as
privileged students. If the standards
movement does not provide ample
means for all students to meet higher aca-
demic expectations, it will prove to be
one of the cruelest hoaxes in American
history, right up there with Horatio Al-
ger.

In her book, Other People’s Children,
educator Lisa Delpit argues that “the up-
per and middle classes send their children
to schools with all the accouterments of
the culture of power; children from other
kinds of families operate within perfectly
wonderful and viable cultures, but not

Iwrite this response to Deborah Meier’s
indictment of the standards-based “re-

form movement” as someone who was
deeply involved in constructing national
standards in United States and world
history and at the same time a critic of
the California History Standards. While
I agree mostly with Meier’s concern
about what has happened in Massachu-
setts in the last few years, and almost en-
tirely with her principles regarding
education in a democracy, I believe she is
much too categorical in her criticism of
what is happening nationally in stan-
dards-based reforms. Particularly dis-
tressing is her disdain for the efforts of
university-based scholars to involve
themselves in K-12 education.

Among the hundreds of teachers, ad-
ministrators, and academic historians
involved in constructing the National
History Standards, there was a general

agreement—clearly stated in the intro-
duction to the published standards—
that they were meant “to promote equity
in the learning opportunities and re-
sources to be provided all students in the
nation’s schools.” The standards were
meant to provide guidelines, and per-
haps some inspiration, for those interest-
ed in: “defining for all students the goals
essential to success in a rapidly changing
global economy and in a society under-
going wrenching social, technological,
and economic change”; and “establish-
ing the moral obligation to provide equi-
ty in the educational resources required
to help all students attain these goals.”
Those who constructed the National
History Standards (teachers, academic
historians, and curriculum specialists)
knew that they would have little effect in
raising historical literacy across the
country unless teachers were better

trained in subject areas, rich curricular
material were available in all the schools,
and equity was established in the public
schools where inequities are glaring.

Meier believes that standards-based
education has led to standardization that
has “shifted the locus of authority to out-
side bodies” and turned “teachers and
parents into the local instruments of ex-
ternally-imposed judgment.” What has
happened in Massachusetts gives her
plenty of reasons for such a view. As Dan
French, a leader of the state’s Department
of Education has spelled out, a vigorous,
forward-looking, and highly participato-
ry attempt to create discipline-based
standards was undermined by a sudden
change in political leadership.1 When

1 See “The State’s Role in Shaping a Pro-
gressive Vision of Public Education,” Phi
Delta Kappan (November 1998).
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Expert Opinion
Gary B. Nash

cultures that carry the codes or rules of
power.” And she takes today’s educators
to task for watering down curricula and
academic expectations when teaching
children who come from outside this
“culture of power.” What’s more, Delpit
reports that educators often fail to teach
these children—the urban and rural
working-class and poor—the skills, in-
cluding spoken and written language
codes, that they need to succeed in the
larger society. I see the standards move-
ment as perhaps a once-in-lifetime op-
portunity to rectify this situation across
many school districts.

Public school is—or should be—the
place where hope becomes capacity. A
student with a high school diploma
should be able to go directly into the

world of work, and participate fully in
his or her job and community. And the
high school graduate who goes on to col-
lege, as a majority now do, should be ca-
pable of doing college-level work
without any remedial education. These
two goals should be the foundation of
any effort to formulate new standards.

Our schools should be making it
possible for students to exceed the in-
come and educational limitations of
their class and family. That has always
been one of the highest and noblest
ambitions of public education in our
democracy. And that’s certainly what
public education did for me. Now the
great challenge is for the schools to
make a real difference in every child’s
life. ■



Governor William Weld put John Silber
in the driver’s seat, he scuttled the work
of thousands of teachers and parents and
replaced their efforts with a rigid, pre-
scriptive framework which has placed
“innovative schools and teachers” (of the
sort that Deborah Meier leads) “in the
difficult position of having to modify
their full curricula in order to align them
with the new standards.”

The Massachusetts standards are in-
deed lamentable. In history, it is absurd
to hold students responsible for world
history to 500 AD at the fourth grade
level and United States history until
1865 at the fifth grade level. And if Meier
is correct that Massachusetts state tests
based on these standards will be the sin-
gle criterion for rating schools and ad-
mitting students to Massachusetts public
colleges, then I join her in protest. Meier
is wrong, however, to believe that author-
ity exercised at the state level in creating
standards cannot work to the advantage
of equity in the schools. French’s view,
one that I share, is that in a society strati-
fied along racial and economic lines “the
absence of [state] standards guarantees
that educational opportunities for stu-
dents will be stratified according to
where one lives and what one’s back-
ground is.”

Meier offers a scary vision of central-
ized authority where “experts”—

she defines them as “educators, political
officials, leaders from industry, and the
major academic disciplines”—have been
busily suppressing teacher innovation and
democratic education. This is a caricature
of how discipline-based national standards
were constructed and how they work at
the state and local level. History, math, sci-
ence, and other discipline-based standards
vary widely from state to state (Iowa has
opted to have none) in the skill with
which they have been constructed and in
the degree to which they are mandated to
operate at the district or school level. In
California, for example, sturdy history
standards have been constructed through
a long and sometimes contentious
process, and local schools have construct-
ed their own standards, which have drawn
on the National History Standards as well
as the California state standards. In Fairfax
County, Virginia, teachers and curricu-
lum specialists have constructed a fine set
of history standards, precisely because they

found the state standards unacceptable.
Around the nation, cities and school dis-
tricts do not blindly follow “externally im-
posed” standards. Rather, they are writing
their own. Her description of public
schools as “increasingly organized as inter-
changeable units of a larger state organ-
ism, each expected to conform to the
intelligence of some central agency or ex-
pert authority” bears little resemblance to
how public education works in California,
or in many other states where I have
worked in an effort to improve history in-
struction in K-12 schools.

What especially dismays me is
Meier’s linking of officious centralized
agencies of educational authority with
“academic expertise.” For one thing,
state departments of education are not
necessarily backward-looking; that was-
n’t the case in Massachusetts when the
standards-making process began. But
more to the point, why does Meier so
distrust academic experts in subject ar-
eas? A major problem in history educa-
tion in the last half-century is that
professional historians walked away
from involvement in K-12 education.
Now they are returning from “the long
walk.” For example, the National His-
tory Standards project drew upon the

expertise of dozens of specialists in the
many fields and eras of world and US
history, but the academic historians
worked closely, cooperatively, and cor-
dially with the teacher task forces in-
volved. It is hard to imagine how
history standards faithful to the best
scholarship of the last several genera-
tions would have been constructed
without this expertise. Does Meier real-
ly want to mirror William Buckley’s
classic statement that he would trust
the first one hundred names in the
Boston telephone directory over the
faculty at Harvard University on almost
any topic? Where is the evidence that
“university experts,” whom she lumps
together with “corporate CEOs, federal
and state legislators, and presidential
think tanks,” are making “more and
more of the daily decisions about
schools”? Her argument that “in funda-
mental questions of education experts
should be subservient to citizens” re-
minds me of Chester Finn’s advice to
the thirty national organizations that
participated in building the National
History Standards that “if Joe Sixpack
in Dubuque, Iowa, doesn’t like them,
they aren’t going anywhere.” Finn’s view
was roundly dismissed by groups as var-
ied as the National Catholic Education
Association, the Council of the Great
City Schools, and the National Con-
gress of Parents and Teachers.

Are national standard-setting and na-
tional assessments around the corner,

as Meier seems to believe? None of the na-
tional standards—in civics, geography, sci-
ence, math, history, the arts, and
economics—were ever imagined to be
mandatory national standards. They were
constructed for those who cared to look at
them for guidance in building state or local
standards or refashioning individual school
curricula. That is how they have been used.
Every state and district I have encountered
is grateful for them. As for national assess-
ments, is there any evidence that either po-
litical party is plumping for this? In a nation
dedicated for several centuries to locally
controlled education, high-stakes national
assessments are not going to appear any
time soon.

Meier believes in local control and
local empowerment. So do I—to a de-
gree. But the United States also has a
long history of vicious and retrograde



local school boards. Meier’s position
awkwardly places her in company with
many figures on the religious right
who aim to control local school boards
in order to banish evolution in science
classrooms, scrap critical thinking, cir-
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The Boston Arts Academy faculty
has just finished a long discussion

about the “habits of mind” of our grad-
uates. It has taken us eighteen months
to come to a consensus about these
habits, as well as about the content and
skill standards in our academic and arts
disciplines. These conversations have
been invigorating, intense, and often
very difficult. But ultimately they have
helped us pinpoint what we think it is
important for our graduates to know
and be able to do when they leave our
school.

First, we grouped together by sub-
ject area (humanities, science, math,
world languages, student support, arts)
to discuss the essential skills (what stu-
dents should be able to do) and the es-
sential content (what students should
know) a high school graduate ought to
attain. After reaching agreement in
each of these areas, we tried to define
the habits or orientations we wanted all
our students to possess. What kinds of
questions did we want all our students
to be able to ask? What kinds of behav-
iors or attitudes towards academic and
artistic disciplines did we want for our
students? And, perhaps most impor-
tantly, what kind of civic behavior or
responsibility did we want all our stu-
dents to demonstrate? After deciding

on our skill standards, we worked back-
wards and asked each other about the
habits of mind that we wanted to instill
in our students.

At different points in the process, we
asked parents for their input. First off,
we asked parents to describe the skills
and content that they most wanted their
children to master their children to mas-
ter. We initially wondered whether par-
ents would have enough background or
information to even engage in this dis-
cussion, so we were pleased that their
goals for their children closely matched
our teachers’ goals for their students.
And although many of our students are
only fourteen, and don’t have a particu-
larly “long” view of education, they, too,
have been helpful in setting standards
for their own learning.

For now we have agreed on the fol-
lowing habits: invention, connection, re-
finement, and ownership. These are not
proposed in a linear order, but rather as
large concepts for us to imbed in our
teaching. For each large concept or habit
we ask a series of questions to help define
that habit.

For invention we ask: What is my
passion and how do I use it in my work?
Do I take risks and push myself? What
makes this work special? How do I nour-
ish my creativity? How can I extend or

play with what is given to me? What fur-
ther questions could I pursue? What fur-
ther possibilities could I see? How
inventive am I when challenged by
something difficult?

For connection we ask: Who is my
audience and how do I connect my work
to the audience? What am I trying to
say? What can I draw from in my own
personal experience? What else does this
work connect to? How could I interpret
or analyze this work? Why does this
work matter? When is work “good”? Is
this approach the only one possible?
What are the implications of this ap-
proach? What is the work’s purpose or
importance?

Considering the habit of refinement,
we ask: What tools do I need? Have I
demonstrated good craftsmanship?
What are my strengths and weaknesses?
When is the work finished? What fur-
ther skills do I need? Have I demon-
strated understanding? Have I
conveyed my message?

And for ownership: How does this
work affect others? What or whom is
this work for? How do I find the drive
to go on? What do I need to be success-
ful? How do I approach a project and
follow through? How do I advocate my
work and the work of others? What am
I working for? How do I cope with

Habits of Mind
Linda Nathan

cumscribe world history, and re-insti-
tute prayer in the schools. Local con-
trol cuts both ways—for progressive or
retrograde education. In her own
school, she seems to have found local
empowerment strategies possible in

spite of the misguided attempts of
Weld and Silber to reconstitute public
education. So perhaps the balance be-
tween central authorities and local
communities is working better than
she allows. ■



frustration? How do I know when to
ask for help and what is the most effec-
tive way to ask? Am I proud to stand
behind my work? Am I committed to
my work?

We are a relatively small faculty of
35. Nevertheless, it was not easy

to achieve consensus about these habits.
In fact, it was not easy to achieve con-
sensus about the very term “habits of
mind.” To some of us, the word “habits”
had negative connotations and sounded
too rigid. Others wanted stronger links
to John Dewey and the idea of Progres-
sive education. All of us wanted habits
that would apply to both the academic

and artistic realms, since our students
spend at least ten hours a week in an art
discipline. Formulating the questions
that surround and define each habit
helped us to focus on the kind of gradu-
ates we want.

Now, it is our job is to make these
habits and our standards come alive in
all our classrooms. Otherwise, our
work will merely be laundry lists of
“things to master” that will not have
real meaning to anyone. After all, the
point of having agreed-upon standards
is so that they can play a vigorous role
in the school community. It is fairly
meaningless to have a list of science
standards, if neither teachers nor stu-
dents nor parents have made any seri-
ous connection to “owning” those
standards. For us, habits of mind have
become the framework with which to

If Boston is to
compete with

Wellesley, we must
have smaller class

sizes, a longer
school day, and high

quality academic
and arts education.

approach the learning of standards. If
you possess the habits of a good learn-
er, then the learning of content makes
more sense. Otherwise, you run the
risk of just accumulating facts that you
will forget after the next test. At the
Boston Arts Academy we want gradu-
ates who possess the habit of invention,
the habit of refining work, the habit of
making connections and last, but cer-
tainly not least, the habit of ownership.
The work must matter to the maker,
and the maker must take responsibility
for the making of the work.

How will this approach help our
students on the MCAS, the state-wide
tests in Massachusetts that determine
who graduates from high school? The
MCAS, as Meier eloquently explains,
are essentially an anti-democratic tool.
Rather than provide a suggestive and
lean set of descriptors for what Massa-
chusetts youngsters should know and
be able to do, the state has set up a sys-
tem of mandated curricula that follows
the laundry list approach of learning a
myriad of isolated facts. In fact, the
state has prevented schools from adopt-
ing an integrated science curriculum
combining biology, chemistry, and
physics with increasing complexity
each year—an idea put forward by the
National Academy of Sciences, and
other pre-eminent science educators.
For students to master the MCAS in
tenth grade, there can be only one pre-
scribed way to teach science. Is this re-
ally the approach we want for our
children?

Ithink that we, as parents and educa-
tors, have allowed the politicians and

policy makers to go too far. Rather
than demanding that the state take re-
sponsibility for establishing minimum
standards in literacy and mathematics,
we have allowed the state to declare
war on all schools and all teachers (and
all students). I am not interested in
schools that take the most important
decisions about learning out of the
hands of those closest to the learners—
the teachers. When the state gets in the
business of giving schools endless laun-
dry lists that must be taught, we lose
our ability to teach well.

I applaud Deborah Meier’s six alter-
native assumptions for what make good
schools. Her last assumption is one that

I believe is a truth: “Improved learning is
best achieved by improving teaching and
learning relationships.” This is ultimate-
ly how students, and teachers, learn best.
We must be engaged in order to learn
well and for that learning to have the
kind of long-lasting effect that we hope
will sustain our democratic society. Oth-
erwise, why have schools at all?

None of this is to say that the state
should not be in the business of assessing
some aspects of student learning. I think it
is worthwhile for the state to demonstrate
inequities in learning and then to provide
helpful strategies for improvement. It is
important for us, in this Commonwealth,
to note that students in Wellesley do better
on standardized tests than do students in
Boston. However, the solution to this in-
equity is not to mandate 25 more hours of
testing (as the state currently does). This
will only increase the inequity. The solu-
tion is more costly, more labor intensive,
and has more to do with social change than
education reform. If Boston is to compete
with Wellesley, we must have smaller class
sizes, a longer school day, and high quality
academic, arts, and physical education. We
must have a well-educated teaching force
with opportunities for professional devel-
opment and a limit of eighty students per
teacher (at least at the secondary level). If
Boston is to compete with Wellesley, we
must have the same quality school libraries
as found in the suburbs, so that all of our
students can read wonderful books. We
must have clean classrooms, bathrooms
and playgrounds. We must have enlight-
ened leadership in our schools. We must
have summer programs that enforce acad-
emic skills while providing enrichment op-
portunities. But a twenty-hour test? How
does this help our students? 

As for Meier’s alternative model, I
object only to the word “alternative.” I
don’t see her model, the model I have
experienced and found such success
with, as alternative. I see this model as
the only way our schools will continue
our traditions of democracy and public
schools for all young people. I invite
our education policy makers and legis-
lators to visit schools like Boston Arts
Academy, Fenway High School, Cen-
tral Park East, Mission Hill, or any
number of Boston pilot schools. Then
they will understand the kind of educa-
tion that is possible for all young
people. ■



The Case for Standards
Richard J. Murnane

Contrary to Deborah Meier’s view, I
believe that standards-based educa-

tional reforms have significant promise
for improving the quality of American
public education. Moreover, I believe
that they are critical to reducing educa-
tional inequalities that have left many
American families with insufficient
earnings to support their children.

I want to make clear that I have enor-
mous respect for Meier as an educator.
Central Park East, which she started, is a
remarkable school. I also agree with
many of Meier’s criticisms of current ver-
sions of standards-based reforms. Yet I
see America’s children better served by
making standards-based reforms work
than by scrapping the concept.

The real earnings of thirty-year-old
American male high school graduates are
20 percent lower today than the earnings
of the comparable group twenty years
ago. This is in part because changes in
the economy have made skills more im-
portant determinants of earnings today
than they were in the past. While the
skills of today’s high school graduates are
not lower, on average, than those of high
school graduates twenty years ago, they
are not high enough to meet the needs of
high-wage employers today. Since a high
school diploma does not guarantee that a
graduate has mastered any particular set
of skills, employers offering good jobs
typically bypass high school graduates in
favor of college graduates. One conse-
quence is that students not planning on
college have little incentive to do the hard
work required to master certain skills.

Black males have suffered particular-
ly much as a result of changes in the
economy. In 1990, thirty-year-old black
males earned, on average, less than 80
percent of what white males of the same
age earned. More than two-thirds of this
gap can be explained by the difference in
the measured cognitive skills of the two
groups. This is a legacy of the low quali-
ty schools so many black American chil-
dren attend, schools where the standards
for what children are expected to learn
are much lower than standards that typi-
cally prevail in suburban schools.

Weak skills leave many graduates of
American schools, especially students
from low-income families and minority
groups, with an enormous handicap
when competing for jobs in an economy
that increasingly values skills. I view this
as a significant threat to the stability of
our democracy.

Standards-based educational reforms
are quite new in America. They were pre-
ceded by twenty years of state legislatures
trying to alter the financing of local public

education without much interference with
local control. In most states, the finance re-
forms led to a large increase in state gov-
ernment funding of public education,
especially to communities with relatively
small tax bases and relatively high proper-
ty tax rates. If these communities had kept
local funding for education constant, the
net effect would have been significant
equalization of per pupil spending. But
this did not occur. Instead, local commu-
nities substituted state funding for local
school funding, then cut property taxes.
The net result was much greater equaliza-
tion of property tax rates than of education
funding.

At least part of the explanation for this
pattern is demographic: the percentage of
families in the United States with chil-
dren under the age of eighteen has fallen
in the last forty years. As a result, the con-
stituency for high quality education has
become smaller relative to the constituen-
cy for tax relief. School finance reform did

result in spending increases in some com-
munities. But additional expenditures did
not lead consistently to student achieve-
ment increases. In some cases, the money
was used for patronage. In other cases, it
was spent on fragmented programs that
had little effect on how teachers taught
and what students learned. In the absence
of good information about their chil-
dren’s skills, parents were at a significant
disadvantage when arguing with other lo-

cal groups about how educational re-
sources should be spent.

The disappointing results of traditional
school finance reforms led states to

design initiatives in standards-based educa-
tional reforms, the goal of which was to fo-
cus on students’ achievement rather than
on simply providing money to local com-
munities for education. I would add one
point to Meier’s list of the components of
standards-based reforms: a commitment
to providing teachers with the skills re-
quired to help all students meet the stan-
dards. Historically, most professional
development funds have paid for one-day
workshops that do not affect how teachers
teach and students learn. A key element of
any reform should be focusing profession-
al development on helping teachers to
teach critical skills more effectively.

Evidence of several varieties supports
the notion that standards-based reforms
can result in improved teaching and



greater student learning. In California and
in New York City’s District 2 professional
development linked closely with well de-
fined learning goals for children has pro-
duced tangible changes in how teachers
teach and increased student achievement.
In Texas, low scores on state-mandated
achievement tests have enabled commu-
nity organizers to mobilize parents in 
low-income communities to demand im-
provements in their children’s schools.
And more than one hundred schools serv-
ing low-income children have banded to-
gether into the Alliance Schools Network,
which is focused on improving education.
While faculties and parents in these
schools attempt to learn from each other,
their concern about scores on standard-
ized tests has not led to standardization of
schooling. Rather, they are coming to un-
derstand that each school must develop its
own strategy for helping all children to
master critical skills.

I do not mean to imply that all is well
with standards-based reform efforts. In
many states, including Massachusetts,
the standards have become much too de-
tailed and the tests too burdensome. The
assessments in many states are not varied
enough in format to provide opportuni-
ties for students to demonstrate different
dimensions of critical skills. In some
schools, too much time is spent on devel-
oping test-taking skills, instead of other
forms of learning.

Another problem lies in determining
the appropriate stakes. In some states,

students with low scores are compelled
to attend summer school, and students
whose scores remain low are denied high
school diplomas. In others, the jobs of
teachers and administrators in schools
with low scores are jeopardized. In some
states, students in schools with low
scores are given vouchers to attend
schools of their choice. In still others, the
scores are simply explained to local resi-
dents, and then residents decide what
the appropriate response should be. It is
not at all clear how teachers, students,
and parents will respond to different
combinations of incentives, and how the
responses will affect student achieve-
ment. It is critical to learn how stakes
will affect the achievement of students of
color and students from low-income
families—groups that historically have
fared poorly in American schools. 

Meier believes that the problems
with current versions of stan-

dards-based reforms are so severe that
the concept should be scrapped. I
reach a different conclusion because I
see that the enormous inequality in
American education has been largely a
legacy of local control. Significant in-
creases in state education funding im-
plemented through grants that left
local control unhampered have re-
duced this inequality only modestly. I
also see a number of states—including
Kentucky, North Carolina, and
Texas—learning as they gain experi-

ence with standards-based reforms.
For example, over the past decade
Kentucky has reworked student learn-
ing goals and the methods used to as-
sess students’ skills. It has also
moderated the consequences associat-
ed with low test scores and improved
its professional development strate-
gies. The net effect has been signifi-
cant increases in student achievement. 

Individual states, including Massa-
chusetts, still have much to learn
about how to make standards-based
educational reforms work. It is by no
means certain that standards-based re-
forms will lead to better education in
all of them. Yet, given the dire conse-
quences of educational inequalities,
the failure of traditional school financ-
ing reforms to reduce these inequali-
ties, and the cautious progress of
standards-based reforms in some
states, I believe that persevering with
standards-based reforms makes sense.
I propose two complementary tests
that standards-based reforms should
pass. The first is that the accountabili-
ty system make it impossible for
schools to continue to provide low-
quality instruction to children from
low-income families and minority
groups. The second is that the ac-
countability system not prevent distin-
guished educators such as Meier from
creating and sustaining schools that
provide a remarkably good
education. ■

The Standards Fraud
William Ayers

The goals of school reform are simple
to state but excruciatingly difficult to

enact: to provide every child with an expe-
rience that will nourish and challenge de-
velopment, extend capacity, encourage
growth, and offer the tools and disposi-
tions necessary for full participation in the
human community. Hannah Arendt once
argued, “Education is the point at which
we decide whether we love the world
enough to assume responsibility for it and
by the same token save it from that ruin
which, except for renewal, except for the
coming of the new and the young, would
be inevitable ... and where we decide

whether we love our children enough not
to expel them from our world and leave
them to their own devices, nor to strike
from their hands their chance of under-
taking something new, something unfore-
seen by us, but to prepare them in advance
for the task of renewing a common
world.” That’s a lot—much of it dynamic
and ever-changing, much of it intricately
interdependent. Yet it is what we seek, the
ideal of education in a democracy.

Today, there is no more insistent or
more attractive distraction from that
ideal than the “standards movement”
that Deborah Meier takes on in her es-

say. Sadly, the “standards movement” is
at its heart a fraud. It is in many in-
stances demagoguery at its most de-
praved: bogus claims and pretend
concern about a schools crisis draws en-
ergy and attention away from the sub-
stantive demands of school
improvement toward a manufactured ill.
Campaigning vigorously against an in-
vented problem, standards advocates
drown out more promising and progres-
sive voices. A shrill and insistent mes-
sage—simple and believable in its own
right—subtly shifts responsibility away
from the powerful, making scapegoats of



the victims of power. The flotilla is a
gaudy display, the drumbeat deafening,
but it is all illusion: the “standards move-
ment” is not a popular upheaval for pos-
itive or fundamental change—it is a
deceptive crusade in the service of the
status quo.

High academic standards (as well as
social and community standards) are es-
sential to good schools, of course, and
such standards, in part, demonstrate a
commitment to high expectations for all
students. A watered-down curriculum,
vague or meaningless goals, expectations
of failure—these are a few of the ingredi-
ents of academic ruin. Standards exist,
whether we are explicit about them or
not, and standards of some sort are every-
where. I’m all for clarity of standards, for
a more explicit sense of what we expect
from students. The question, however, is,
What do we value? What knowledge and
experience are of most worth? How can
we organize access to that worthwhile
knowledge and experience? Looking at
this school or classroom, what standards
are being upheld? These kinds of deep
and dynamic questions are never entirely
summed-up, never finished; they are for-
ever open to the demands of the new.
Standards-setting, then, should not be
the property of an expert class, the bu-
reaucrats, or special interests. Rather,
standard-setting should be part of the
everyday vocation of schools and com-
munities, the heart and soul of educa-
tion. Standard-setting means
systematically examining and then re-ex-
amining what we care about, what we
hope for, what the known demands of us
next. Standard-
setting, often by other names, is already
the work of successful schools and many,
many effective classrooms.

The “standards movement” is flailing
at shadows. All schools in Illinois, for ex-
ample, follow the same guidelines—
these standards apply to successful
schools as well as collapsing ones. These
written, stated standards have been in
place for decades. And yet Illinois in ef-
fect has created two parallel systems—
one privileged, adequate, successful, and
largely white, the other disadvantaged in
countless ways, disabled, starving, fail-
ing, and African-American. Some
schools succeed brilliantly while others
stumble and fall. Clearly something
more is at work here.

The American school crisis is neither
natural nor uniform, but particular

and selective—it is a crisis of the poor, of
the cities, of Latino and African-Ameri-
can communities. All the structures of
privilege and oppression apparent in the
larger society are mirrored in our schools.
Chicago public school students, for ex-
ample, are overwhelmingly children of
color and children of the poor. More
than half of the poorest children in Illi-
nois (and over two-thirds of the bilingual
children) attend Chicago schools. And
yet Chicago schools must struggle to ed-
ucate children with considerably fewer
human and material resources than
neighboring districts. For example,
Chicago has 52 licensed physics teachers
in the whole city, and a physics lab in
only one high school. What standard
does that represent?

In the last two years, 50,000 kids at-
tended summer school in Chicago in the
name of standards. Tens of thousands
were held back a grade. It is impossible
to argue that they should have been
passed along routinely—that has been
the cynical response for years. But failing
that huge group without seriously ad-
dressing the ways school has failed
them—that is, without changing the
structures and cultures of those
schools—is to punish those kids for the
mistakes and errors of all of us. Further,
the vaunted standard turns out to be
nothing more than a single standardized
test—a relatively simple minded gate de-
signed so that half of those who take it
must not succeed.

The purpose of education in a
democracy is to break down barriers, to
overcome obstacles, to open doors,
minds, and possibilities. Education is
empowering and enabling; it points to
strength, to critical capacity, to thought-
fulness and expanding capabilities. It
aims at something deeper and richer
than simply imbibing and accepting ex-
isting codes and conventions, acceding
to whatever is before us. The larger goal
of education is to assist people in seeing
the world through their own eyes, inter-
preting and analyzing through their own
experiences and thinking, feeling them-
selves capable of representing, manifest-
ing, or even, if they choose,
transforming all that is before them. Ed-
ucation, then, is linked to freedom, to
the ability to see and also to alter, to un-

derstand and also to reinvent, to know
and also to change to world as we find it.
Can we imagine this at the core of all
schools, even poor city schools?

If city school systems are to be re-
tooled, streamlined, and made workable,
and city schools are to become palaces of
learning for all children (and why
shouldn’t they be?), then we must fight
for a comprehensive program of change.
Educational resources must be distrib-
uted fairly. Justice—the notion that all
children deserve a decent life, and that
those in the greatest need deserve the
greatest support—must be our guide.
There is no single solution to the obsta-
cles we face. But a good start is to ask
what each of us wants for our own chil-
dren. What are our standards? I want a
teacher in the classroom who is thought-
ful and caring—not a mindless clerk or
de-skilled bureaucrat—a person of sub-
stance, depth, and compassion. I want
my child to be seen, understood, chal-
lenged, and nourished. I want to be able
to participate in the community, to have
some voice and choice in the questions
the school faces.

And so the set of principles outlined
by Meier are useful. A small school—as
metaphor and practice—is a good start-
ing point. Better yet, one where school
people find common cause with stu-
dents and parents, remaking schools by
drawing on strengths and capacities of
communities, rather than the deficien-
cies and difficulties. Such a school must
focus on shared problems, and find solu-
tions that are collective and manageable.
It must talk of solidarity rather than “ser-
vices,” people as self-activated problem-
solvers and citizens rather than passive
“clients” or “consumers.” And it must
focus on the several deep causes of
school failure: the inequitable distribu-
tion of educational resources, the capac-
ity of a range of self-interested
bureaucracies to work against the com-
mon good, and the profound disconnect
between schools and the communities
they are supposed to serve.

The solution to the problems we
face in a democracy is, as Meier

appropriately puts it, more democra-
cy. If the standards guiding schools to-
day are weak or watery—and in some
instances they are—the answer is not
silence, credulousness, and passivity,
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The most recent national “summit”
meeting on the reform of elemen-

tary and secondary education was held
several years ago at the conference center
of a Fortune 500 corporation and in-
volved fifty governors and fifty business
leaders, each of the latter chosen from
his state by its governor. The President
of the United States and his Secretary of
Education were the 101st and 102nd
conferees.

The meeting was, apparently, polite,
earnest, and enormously well-inten-
tioned. There were calls for “world class
standards.” A private organization,
largely controlled and funded by major
businesses, was organized to promote,
coordinate, and, to the greatest possible
extent, calibrate children’s scores on
standardized tests across the nation, thus
enabling a national, state-by-state “re-
port card.” The existence of this “report
card” would stir up the competitive
juices of states to do whatever was neces-
sary to get their kids’ scores up. “World
class standards” were, apparently, as-
sumed to be the same thing as high
scores on standardized tests. The confer-
ees called for the people to follow them
in this quest for better schools. Most ma-
jor state and city governments did.
Many locals were not so sure.

Needless to say, Deborah Meier is
not so sure. Her paper raises many of
the profound philosophical and practi-

cal issues that present challenges to
much current central government poli-
cy. Let me extend some of Meier’s argu-
ment in two directions.

Who controls my child’s mind?
The community does, to some degree: I
cannot educate my child to be insensi-
tive to the collective needs, socially ac-
cepted restraints and agreements of the
people with whom she or he lives. The
character of knowledge (“science,”
broadly defined) necessarily affects my
child: she is likely to make good sense of
the world by standing on the shoulders
of smart people who have earlier strug-
gled to give rational shape to our sur-
roundings. As a parent, I have a duty to
see that my child reflects both my values
and those reasonably reflective of what I
believe to be the best within the larger
community. My child’s mind is my re-
sponsibility, at least until that earlier-
than-I-might-like day when my child
begins to make up her own mind.

Virtually all American parents
want their children “schooled”—
that is, to be given the tools and at-
titudes necessary to flourish into
adulthood. Beyond the obvious
matters of literacy, numeracy, and
fundamental understandings of
civics, thoughtful and decent people
can disagree, especially about the
secondary school curriculum. For

example, some will insist that each
of their children master calculus.
Others will not, arguing that calcu-
lus is important for only a small mi-
nority of adults. Some will want
their children immersed early in
controversial texts, ones which
(these parents believe) may help
ready them for shocks that reality
will deal them in but a few years.
Other parents may want to protect
their children as long as possible
from any sort of shock. Still others
will seek some middle ground. Some
parents will want their children ex-
posed to the ideas of Charles Dar-
win and to the evidence of the
validity of his ideas. Others will not.
The list is almost endless. Given
that these matters are only partly of
science and as much of the heart,
single answers to such questions are
never universally acceptable. As a re-
sult, every parent—whatever my in-
come and educational level—wants
a substantial say about these issues.
The ideas to which my child is ex-
posed are important. My right to
control many, if not all of these
ideas, deserves to be a fundamental
American freedom.

Arrogation of this right by central
governments is an abridgment of free-
dom. The myriad, detailed and man-
dated state “curriculum frameworks,” of

but a broader and deeper and more
lively engagement with the widest
possible public. This is messy and
complicated, but true to the ideal of
letting the people decide. School is a

public space where the American hope
for democracy, participation, and
transformation collides with the his-
toric reality of privilege and oppres-
sion, the hierarchies of race and class.

The “standards movement”—geared
to simple, punitive, onesize-fits-all so-
lutions—is not worthy of our sup-
port. We can do so much better. ■

A Sense of Place
Theodore Sizer



whatever scholarly brilliance, are attacks
on intellectual freedom. “High stakes”
tests arising from these curricula com-
pound the felony. Yes, the community
has the right to impose some common
values, ones that make our freedom a
practical reality. And, yes, the commu-
nity must expect civility and a readiness
to compromise when compromise is es-
sential. That said, it is the apparent
readiness of contemporary government
to reach beyond this that signals govern-
ment’s failure to respect and trust its
own people. Without such trust, there
can be no democracy.

As Meier tells us, freedom is messy.
The disagreements over important

ideas cause tensions; but such tensions,
and the willingness to confront and
work through them, lie at the heart of
democracy. Meier goes even further: the
students’ observation of how adults
come to collective understanding in the
face of those disagreements is itself a
powerful and worthy lesson.

Simply, the detailed contours of cul-
ture—and, willy nilly, schools are cru-
cibles of culture—are too important to
be given to central a

uthorities unilaterally to define and
then to impose. Yes, there must be com-
promises between what I want and what
the community wants. However, I per-
sonally want to be a party to the defini-
tion of those compromises. Yes, there is
the matter of empirical evidence: I can-
not simply walk away from such evi-
dence when it suits my prejudices.
However, I expect that government will
never assume that it always knows best.

I know that we all cannot agree all the
time. Save at the obvious margins, why
should we? Variety is no sin. For my chil-
dren I would like a choice among schools
that play out the necessary compromises
between the values of the state and those
to which I am thoughtfully committed.
From among these I can elect a school
which reflects my deepest and fairest sense
of the culture in which I wish my child to
grow up.

This sort of parental authority and
choice is well established for wealthy
American families. By choosing to live in a
culturally congenial district or selecting a
private school, they can buy whatever edu-
cation seems best to them. If such choices

make sense for rich folks—and rich folks
will fight hard to protect their right to
choose their children’s schools—why not
make them available to everybody? Intel-
lectual freedom doesn’t stop at the door of
a bank. Intellectual freedom is what char-
acterizes a confident, mature democracy.
Intellectual freedom reflects the trust of
government in the ultimate wisdom of its
people.

What is a school?

For many of us it is a building into
which children go for a portion of their
time, say 190 days a year or “990 hours
a year of delivered instruction” (as one
state bluntly defines it). A school is a
place where children are gathered under
the force of the law to pursue the learn-
ing of what the community believes is
important.

Of course, children, and especially
older children and adolescents, learn
much more outside of school than with-
in it. The kids watch us all the time,
learning from what they see, admiring
(or not) what we do and how we do it,
whether we are family members or
neighbors or representations of people
and places displayed in the media. That
is why “child care” is such an enormous-
ly important profession.

If what is “outside” of school rewards a
child and gives access to that which is val-
ued within school, a symbiosis results. If
the “outside” neglects what the place called
school values, the child is at best confused
in school—“How could this be important
when I see so few people in my own neigh-
borhood valuing it?”—and at worst a fail-
ure in the school’s eyes. For whatever they

are worth, test scores and truancy rates tell
this story.

For fifty years, government has
evolved policies that assume basically
common approaches for teaching
youngsters from kindergarten through
twelfth grade. As a result, patterns of
practice, such as daily attendance, and
rituals, such as enthusiastic “support” of
one’s school as a premier, valued and spe-
cial place, are commonly applied to
young people from age five to age eigh-
teen. Differences are represented (little
kids may be bussed to school, older kids
expected to make do on public trans-
portation) but the commonalities per-
sist. When most people talk of “public
education,” they make few serious dis-
tinctions between what is due the very
young and what is due their teenaged el-
ders. The result, not surprisingly, is Pro-
crustean.

Deborah Meier is unusual in that she
has designed and led both elemen-

tary and secondary public schools. Each
is a “place,” and each fiercely protects its
own boundaries. All are schools of
choice. All are small, self-conscious com-
munities. All expect to be alliances of
teachers, children, parents and their rele-
vant neighborhoods. All are places where
the necessarily endless confrontation of
important ideas about which people
may disagree proceeds in a respectful
way; they are places where relationships
are as important as abstractions. All have
sophisticated notions of what intellectu-
al excellence is and therefore how it
might be represented. All aim ultimate-
ly at “enduring and worthy habits of
mind,” at what sort of thinking adults
these young people may become, at how
they think and act when no one is look-
ing. To the limit of their school systems’
regulation, all connect their students
with the world beyond them. All are in-
tensely demanding, of everyone
involved.

Nonetheless, even such imaginative
places touch predominantly the “school-go-
ing time” of their students. Secondary school
students may hold internships and more, but
the metaphor is a young person leaving “the
place” to get something to bring back. The
next step is to perceive the formal education of
adolescents, especially of older adolescents, as
comprising on an equal basis both a “place”
and “outside” opportunities beyond it.

For fifty years, 
government has

evolved policies that
assume common
approaches for

teaching youngsters.



Perhaps, with all good intentions, we
Americans infantilize our older teenagers
by holding them to the same sorts of rou-
tines and standards as those younger. The
policy hammerlock on the definitions of
the substance of a high school education
deplored by Meier needs to be broken. But
perhaps also we need a fundamental redef-
inition of the obligations a growing adoles-
cent must accept for himself and for the
community of which he is a part, and then

of what structures will help him reach of
those obligations. Most adolescents are ea-
ger to take responsibility. They deserve our
imaginative effort to give them the oppor-
tunity to express it in constructive ways,
ones that help them build principled and
informed minds.

Simply, it may be not enough only to
refine what is best for high schools. It may
be better to redefine what is best for the
learning of our older children.

Such a prospect is miles away from the
school world implied by the proceedings at
the recent education “summit.” The as-
sumptions there were familiar, predictable
and represented devices used with limited
success for fifty years. Something bolder,
more democratic and more reflective of the
realities of growing up in a modern, infor-
mation-rich society is badly needed. Deb-
orah Meier has started us down that
important road. ■

Deborah Meier Responds
Irecently came across a speech by

Joseph Priestley given on the dedica-
tion of New College, in London, in
1794:

Whatever be the qualifications of
your tutors, your improvement
must chiefly depend on your-
selves. They cannot think or
labour for you, they can only put
you in the best way of thinking
and labouring for yourselves. If
therefore you get knowledge you
must acquire it by your own in-
dustry. You must form all conclu-
sions and all maxims for
yourselves, from premises and
data collected and considered by
yourself. And it is the great object
of this institution to remove
every bias the mind may be un-
der, and to give the greatest scope
for true freedom of thinking and
equity.

If becoming an educated person de-
pends, as Priestley says, upon one’s own
industry, how best can we engage the in-
dustry of youngsters and their commu-
nities, in their own behalf? This question
lies at the heart of democratic society—
even more than in Priestley’s time.
Priestley could dismiss the laggards as
unfit for a good education. We cannot.

But what should we do? Should we
rely on efficiency, prescription, and com-
pliance as a means for meeting Priestley’s
challenge? That is the central issue in
this debate, and thread that runs
through the principal challenges ad-
vanced in the responses to my essay.

1. Don’t I know that standards are
meant to ensure equity for the least advan-

taged? I never doubted that this was one
important motive. (It was assumption
number five in my essay.) Yes, standardiza-
tion and centralized control have often
been hallmarks of efforts on behalf of the
oppressed.

But when it comes to schooling, this
approach is not sound. I believe that we
have hard evidence that the best reform
strategy involves reinventing schools on
the model of the small, locally grounded
schools I know best. The last thing we
need is more of the centralization and
standardization that has always domi-
nated schools (and classrooms) serving
the poor. That has been part of the prob-
lem.

Abigail Thernstrom is right that in
this respect I sound like a defender of pri-
vate school privilege. Except that I want
to extend some of that privilege (includ-
ing more autonomy) to the urban schools
that so many low income minority stu-
dents attend, and that traditionally pos-
sess the least autonomy from centralized
authority.

The shift away from local control
even in our more prosperous communi-
ties, and the demise of experiments with
meaningful on-site power in poor com-
munities is dramatic. With what results?
Unlike Frank Murnane I see no convinc-
ing evidence that centralization in North
Carolina and Texas has produced signif-
icant gains. While Texas scores on the
Texas Assessment of Academic Skills
have gone up on account of the state’s re-
lentless pursuit of test-driven curriculum
and teaching, Texas students are scoring
the same, or lower, on nationally
normed tests. And the impact of these
reforms on graduation rates for precisely
the students Murnane is most concerned

with remain unknown—but potentially
scary.

Contrary to what Gary Nash says, lots
of people are looking to make standards
de facto national and mandatory—from
textbook publishers (who are also our
test-publishers), who have long homoge-
nized our educational fare, to a new host
of reformers who see in even the occa-
sional oddball exceptions a danger to
standards. They, unlike Murnane and
Nash, are determined to cut off the escape
valves.

2. What about the dangers of local
control? Nash and Thernstrom warn that
local control often means right-wing
and bigoted (for example, the recent de-
cision in Kansas to stop teaching evolu-
tion). True enough, local empowerment
can often be vicious and retrograde. But
so too can nationally imposed power.
We apparently disagree in our assess-
ment of the danger to democratic life or
schooling of tipping the scales further in
the direction of centralization.

Again, this is a disagreement over a
fundamental assumption. I think the
benefits of greater autonomy and more
local control outweigh its dangers when it
comes to schools. My long term funda-
mental faith in local democracy, and a
recognition that there are sufficient incen-
tives in place—such as the requirements
of employers and universities, as Mur-
nane points out—that keep local school
standards from straying too far afield
makes me rest easier than my critics. I’m
more nervous that few will stray far
enough!

I apologize to Nash if my remarks in
favor of local control sound like “disdain
for the efforts of university-based schol-
ars to involve themselves in K-12 educa-



tion.” We do need them. And we need
them also in the reform of college educa-
tion, which too often fails our neediest
students in the same way that many of
our big comprehensive high schools do.

3. But don’t we need some standards?
Central Park East was perhaps the first
public school in the nation to graduate
students only on the basis of stan-
dards—not classroom hours logged, but
publicly evaluated performances. We are
not debating the value of standards, but
how to raise them and who should de-
cide them.

I agree with all four of Bob Chase’s
highly reasonable conditions for stan-
dards-based reform. I believe all four will
require a less grandiose state role. The
state—and the academy—should
nudge, persuade, expose, even embar-
rass, but based on a far deeper analysis
than we get from test scores. The state,
like the academy, can lead the way in
promoting higher standards—offering
richer and deeper resources, especially
for staff development. Teachers need far
more well-
crafted time to examine their work—as
Nash, Chase and Murnane all point out.

I welcome standards that “provide
guidelines, and perhaps some inspira-
tion, for those interested” (Nash). I read
the California early standards efforts
with much interest and borrowed, when
I was at the Central Park East, many fea-
tures of them. We do need experts out
there, talking about what is worth know-
ing. But Chester Finn is partly right: if
the teachers in our schools, and ulti-
mately their communities don’t see our
standards as theirs, then we “aren’t going
anywhere.” And shouldn’t. If parents
think “character” and “extracurricular
life” are as important as “academics”
maybe schools should listen. I hope
Nash will join me in fighting off efforts
to turn some cobbled-together compro-
mise between interesting, useful, com-
peting viewpoints into the one “correct”
view of what it means to be well-educat-
ed.

4. But if you agree that we need higher
standards, why not use standardized tests?
Thernstrom’s rhetoric and tone reflect
the harshness which many of the central
authorities feel they must take on behalf
of their draconian testing policies. I
don’t think she actually believes that my
opposition to tests means that I am as

unconcerned about the have-nots as her
words suggest, nor that I favor low stan-
dards for low-income kids.

But she does believe that the tests—
even some of the sillier ones Massachu-
setts has adopted—measure the only
important qualities of a well-educated
person, and that they must be imposed
at all costs. That my New York students’
subsequent life histories are not indicat-
ed by their SAT scores, which were nev-
er much affected by the school’s
work—despite Kaplan-sponsored test
coaching—doesn’t puzzle her. She’s
stuck on measuring merit by one, and
only one, criteria even when the evi-
dence tells her otherwise. As though the
purpose of schools were test scores based
on schooling, not life scores based on liv-
ing.

She further suggests that I’m not a
trustworthy spokesperson for low-in-
come students since students at Mis-
sion Hill had reading scores on the
Iowa Basic Skills third grade reading
test that placed them below the state
median. In fact our students scored at
the 62nd percentile on this nationally
normed measure—not bad for an “in-
ner city” school. But we pay more at-
tention to our own harder
data—taped-recorded, one-on-one
reading exams we give in the fall and
spring to all our students. By this mea-
sure virtually all our students are fluent
readers by the end of fourth grade. In
crying wolf over Mission Hill’s test
scores, this member of the Massachu-
setts Board of Education endangers a
success that ought to be getting some
attention. But her error is revealing: de-
fenders of high-stakes testing keep
telling us that education is in crisis, and
keep neglecting all the evidence that re-
futes their extreme assertions of doom.

The success of Mission Hill is a happy
reminder of a time and place in our

educational history when we were pro-
moting professional judgment. It bene-
fits as well from an apparently
short-lived interest in beating off char-
ters by offering an in-district form of
chartering—called “pilot schools.” But
how long can Mission Hill and other
Boston pilots survive if their initiatives
are undermined by ever-more-detailed
state mandates—about subjects to be
taught, material to be covered, time to

be spent per subject (down to the
minute)—and a single high-stakes test as
a measure of success? And what if indica-
tors that are far more significantly corre-
lated to later college and life success for
low-income and African-American
youngsters are no longer counted, and
reforms guided by them die out? For ex-
ample, while going to a small school cor-
relates with later success in school, it
does not substantially raise test scores.
Other indicators turn out to be more at-
tainable and equally powerful: persever-
ance, high attendance, strong
relationships with adults outside the
family, and participation in extra-curric-
ular and service-learning experiences.
Smallness also correlates with school
safety and a greater sense of personal ef-
ficacy. How sad if we lose track of these
in our relentless pursuit of test scores.

I welcomed Bill Ayers’ comments on
behalf of our shared vision and his analy-
sis of the impact of standardization on
Chicago’s neediest. Like Ayers, I know
that our schools all need a jolt, and I sus-
pect we both welcome such shocks even
when they come in the wrong ways. I’ve
watched Linda Nathan’s work—and that
of her colleague Larry Myatt—for years.
Nathan’s Fenway High School started up
at the same time as Central Park East, and
we gave each other encouragement and
inspiration. She’s probably right that what
I’m proposing is not an alternative, but
what we ought to see as the mainstream. 

So too is the charter school that
Ted and Nancy Sizer helped found in
Fort Devon, Mass. Ted Sizer, above all
people, helped me to see the value of
not agreeing on a single definition of a
good school. In fact, close as our views
so often are, we didn’t design the same
secondary school when we had the
chance. And our graduating standards
are not duplicates of each other. We
probably didn’t choose to send our
kids to the same schools, and we did
not ourselves attend schools with the
same “standards”—“save at the obvi-
ous margins.” Figuring out those “ob-
vious margins” is a heady task, and one
we ought to be engaged in—instead of
developing ever longer laundry lists of
what every eight-, ten-, fourteen- and
eighteen-year-old should know and be
tested on—or off with her head. I
agree with Sizer that “990 minutes of
delivered instruction” is just a drop in



the bucket. What has always amazed
me is how powerful that drop can
be—if we use our hearts and minds.
But, as Priestley would have noted,
you can’t force hearts and minds. They
must labor on their own behalves. My
concern about standardization and
high-stakes testing stems precisely

from my conviction that what makes
some schools overcome the limitations
of time is the power of the relation-
ships that are developed inside them:
among members of the faculty, be-
tween young people and adults, and fi-
nally among young people. Only a
very powerful faculty can build those

enduring and rigorous relationships
with the young; only a faculty that also
accepts responsibility for developing
its own standards will be tough
enough to police its own kids and its
own colleagues. Schools that do less
cannot offer enough to overcome the
odds facing too many youngsters. ■
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