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FOREWORD
by Ernest L. Boyer

President, The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching

In the spring of 1980, the Board of Trustees of The Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching met to consider a
proposed study of American secondary education.

The trustees quickly acknowledged that home influences are
exceedingly important, that the first years of formal schooling
are crucial, that each level of learning depends upon the other,
and that if students make a poor beginning, prospects for future
academic progress are diminished. Education is a seamless web.

Still, the trustees agreed that the upper years of schooling
are strategically important, too. For many students, high school
is the last opportunity for formal learning, and it is during
late adolescence that critical life decisions frequently are
made.

There was also broad agreement that American high schools
are severely buffeted by changes in the community, in family
life, and in student attitudes. They also have been weakened by
reduced support, declining public confidence, and confusion over
goals. We could not ignore these signals of distress.

The trustees concluded the time had come to examine the

current condition of American secondary education; the time had
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come for the nation's high schools to serve their students more
effectively and regain public confidence and support. The
proposed study was approved. ‘

Two key decisions followed. First, while acknowledging the
importance of nonpublic education, we agreed to limit our
investigation to public high schools, where 91 percent of the
nation's secondary school students -- more than 13 million young
people -- study every day.

Second, we agreed to focus on the high school as an

educational institution, a place where people come to study and

to learn. Our specific aim was to look at teachers, at students,
at what is being taught, searching for ways to strengthen the
academic quality of the public school.

In choosing the theme of quality in education, we were
determined to push vigorously for equity as well. Clearly,
equity and excellence cannot be divided. To expand access
without upgrading schools is simply to perpetuate discrimination
in a more subtle form. Therefore, it was our conviction that
equality would be advanced as the gquality of education is
improved for every student.

Having defined in broad terms the scope of the study, a
national panel of teachers, principals, superintendents,
university administrators, parents, school board members, and
citizen representatives was asked to help us in our work (see
list on page ___). Over a two-year period, this distinguished
advisory group visited schools, reviewed findings, and debated

proposals for reform.
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The national panel was not asked to endorse either the
conclusions or the recommendations we present. Still, its
thoughtful insights and careful judgments were essential, and
panel members, both individually and collectively, contributed
immeasurably to the shaping of the report.

Meanwhile, the foundation's staff reviewed the literature,
visited schools, and talked with educators from many sectors.
These discussions, along with our literature search, helped
define the issues for investigation.

Two studies were particularly helpful. John I. Goodlad,
Professor of Education at the University of California,

Los Angeles, was just completing "A Study of Schooling",l a
seven-year investigation of American education that explored
almost every facet of the school. Goodlad gathered data from
thirty-eight schools, including twelve senior high schools.
Similarly, James Coleman of the University of Chicago conducted a

major study, "High School and Beyond".2

Coleman surveyed more
than 50,000 students in 869 public high schools. These two
studies were a rich source of information.

We then selected fifteen public high schools in order to
carry out field studies of our own (Appendix A). These schools
were geographically dispersed. They were large and small; urban,
suburban, and rural; comprehensive and specialized; rich and
poor; homogeneous and culturally and racially mixed. We were not

seeking "good" schools or "bad" schools. Our purpose was to

examine a cross-section of American public secondary education,
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A team of twenty-five educators were chosen to visit our
preselected schools (see Appendix B). Before the visits, the
observers received information about the schools to which they
were assigned. Planning meetings were held. Key questions were
examined: What behavior would cause one to believe that students
were deeply involved in learning? How can the role of the
principal be assessed? In what ways can the shared purposes of a
school be discovered? These and other questions were discussed.

Visits were scheduled for twenty school days at each
institution; in some cases observers spent more time at a
school. During their visits, team members talked with
principals, teachers, students, and parents. They went to
classes, attended pep rallies and sports events, sat in on
faculty and PTA meetings, observed counselors and principals at
work, and conducted extensive interviews. 1In all, school visit
time exceeded two thousand hours.

Although twenty days were not enough for a rigorous
ethnographic study, they did allow sufficient time for our team
of experienced educators to learn a lot about the schools. 1In
every case, Observers came away with powerful and important
impressions. School conditions -- both good and bad -- were
candidly assessed, and each observer presented written reports of
what he or she saw and heard.

Vito Perrone, Dean of the School of Teaching and Learning at
the University of North Dakota, was leader of the school visit
project. He helped select those who visited the schools. He

also reviewed the fifteen school reports, searched for themes,
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priorities, and contradictions, and prepared a synthesis of what
the reports revealed. The field studies, plus Perrone's
excellent interpretive work, form the basis for many of the
observations and conclusions in our report.

By mutual consent, we do not identify the schools visited
and individuals interviewed. Pseudonyms are used. We do
provide, however, a brief description of each institution
(Appendix A) to help the reader better understand the kind of
schools we visited. 1In the report we also mention, from time to
time, other high schools from which information was received. 1In
most cases the schools are referred to by name.

Drafts of this report were reviewed by our trustees and a
wide circle of respected colleagues. The help of these
distinguished educators was invaluable. While we drew
extensively from their constructive comments, as well as from our
field visits and from the research of others, the conclusions and
recommendations submitted in this report are those of the senior
author and members of the Carnegie Foundation staff.

We recognize that ours is not the only voice in the great
debate about the future of American education. 1In 1982, Mortimer

Adler released the widely debated Paideia Proposal. A National

Commission on Excellence in Education, the Twentieth Century
Fund, the College Entrance Examination Board have also issued
reports. Other studies are still in progress. We applaud this
wide-ranging effort and the renewed interest in the public
schools it represents. There are many ways by which excellence

is achieved. Strategies to improve public education will differ
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from one school to another, and many points of view,
constructively presented, can only enrich the quality of the
debate and, ultimately, the quality of education. r

In this report on the American high school, a long list of
recommendations' is presented. Some are new; most are drawn from
successful programs currently in operation.

There may be those who feel we are asking too much from high
schools and from students. 1In response, we can only observe that
today we ask too little. Indeed, our investigation has convinced
us that student aspirations can be raised and that the academic
quality of the American high school can and must be strengthened.

This report has no single audience. We direct our
recommendations to students, teachers, and school administrators,
who are immersed in high schools every day; to college
professors, who can make a difference in how school issues are
resolved; to policy makers on school boards, in state houses, and
in Washington, who have inescapable responsibilities for
education; and to members of teachers' and other education
organizations in positions of influence.

But education of high quality is not just a professional and
political concern. It is a citizen concern. We also direct our
recommendations to parents, grandparents, and everyone who deeply
cares about the quality and prospects for life in America now and
in years to come. Thus, we have quite intentionally prepared
this report for a large and diverse audience.

Our aim is to offer recommendations, stimulate discussion

about secondary education, and, in the end, reaffirm the nation's
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historic commitment to the public schools. If these purposes are

achieved, then our study of the American high school will have

served a useful purpose, and the Carnegie Foundation's.commitment

to excellence 1n education will have been advanced.

NOTES

John Goodlad and others, "A Study of Schooling: Series of

Introductory Descriptions," Phi Delta Kappan, November 1979
to February 1980. John Goodlad, A Place Called School (New
York: McGraw-Hill, forthcoming).

James Coleman, "High School and Beyond: A National
Longitudinal Study for the 1980's." Survey conducted by the
National Opinion Research Center, Chicago, for the National
Center for Education Statistics.
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PART I
A TROUBLED INSTITUTION

u



PROLOGUE :
THE GLOBE, THE NATION,

AND OUR SCHOOLS

Education is in the headlines once again. After years of
shameful neglect, educators and politicians have taken the pulse
of the public school and found it faint. Concern for the health
of public education, stirred by a spate of new studies, offers
fresh hope that in the years ahead we'll be able to adopt a
serious, coherent plan for school reform. Getting the public's
attention always has been the first step in the march toward
progress in our nation.

This Carnegie report on the American high school begins with
the conviction that the time for renewing education has arrived.
We believe that today America has the best opportunity it will
have in this century to improve the schools. There is a growing
national consensus that our future depends on public education.
There is a spreading awareness that every mind is a precious
resource we cannot afford to waste. There is an eagerness to
move beyond the alarming headlines; to begin to rebuild, with
confidence, the public schools. If we do not seize this special
moment, we will fail the coming generation and the nation.

In 1957, the Soviets hurled a 184 pound satellite into

space. America was stunned. Our confidence was shaken. Our
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very survival seemed threatened. This nation was determined to
recapture its leadership and pride. And of all the steps we
took, the one most hotly debated and most vigorously pursued, the
one most revealing of our national character, was our renewed
commitment to public education.

President Dwight Eisenhower, in his call for a national

response to Sputnik, said:

There is a compelling national need for
federal action now to help meet emergency
needs in American education....If the United
States is to maintain its position of
leadership and if we are to further enhance
the quality of our society, we must see to it
that today's young people are prepared to
contribute the maximum to our future progress
and strength and that we achieve the highest

possible excellence.l

If the challenge symbolized by Sputnik was enough to alarm
Americans and generate a national response, consider the vastly
greater challenge represented by conditions in the world today.
Since Sputnik circled the earth in its solitary orbit, more than
50 astronauts and 70 cosmonauts have logged over 7 years in
space.2 Nearly 5,000 objects are now orbiting the earth; more

than 3,400 of them are officially listed as debris.3 ppe space

shuttle Columbia can carry a 65,000-pound payload, 353 times the

weight of Sgutnik.4
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On the continents below, the number of human beings has
dramatically increased. 1In 1957, there were 2.8 billion people
on earth.5 By 1981, the number had grown to about 4.5 billion,
with prospects of doubling again in less than forty years.6 In
the world's most populated nation, China, forty-five babies are
born every minute.7

Since World War II, political boundaries of the earth have
been transformed. Students who entered high school twenty-five
years ago found that twenty-nine new independent nations had been
created before they were given their diplomas four years later.
Algeria, Burundi, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad,
the Congo, Cyprus, Dahomey, Gabon, the Ivory Coast, Jamaica,
Kuwait, the Malagasy Republic, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Niger1ia,
Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Tanzania, Togo, Trinidad
and Tobago, Uganda, Upper Volta, Western Samoa and Zaire.

Today, the world's 165 independent nations and 60-odd

political units are 1nterlocked.8

High 1nterest rates 1in the
United States hurt Common Market countries; bad harvests 1in the
Soviet Union help Canadian farmers; a Middle East o1l glut means
less pressure 1in Brazil to aid capital-starved Africa;
unemployment 1in Germany sends ripples to Spain and Yugoslavia; a
robotics breakthrough in Tokyo makes a difference 1in Detroit.
Pretoria and Peoria are connected.

The world may not yet be a global village, but surely our

sense of neighborhood must include more people and cultures than

ever before. Refugees flow from one country to another, but too
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many Americans can neither point to these great migrations on a
map nor talk about the famines or wars or poverty that caused
them. Philosophers, statesmen, inventors, and artists from
around the world enrich our lives, but such individuals and their
contributions are largely unknown or unremembered.

What happens in the farthest corner of the world now touches
us almost instantly. When Sputnik was launched, every fifth
house on the block was still without a television set;9 the
arrival of each new bulky box with its glowing little screen
caused quite a stir. No young American today, save perhaps a
recent immigrant, can recall ever living in a world without
television. Ninety-eight percent of American homes have TV --
more than have indoor plumbing.10

This ubiquitous box has connected us irreversibly to all the
world. Through it we watched Neil Armstrong's foot touch the
surface of the moon; we followed American soldiers on their tense
patrols in distant jungles; we traveled with Jacques Cousteau to
the bottom of the sea and attended the coronations and funerals
of heads of state in distant lands. Through technology we share
a common classroom.

And through technology our world also has become more

threatening and unsafe. 1In the 1950s the Ed Sullivan Show ran

films of a hydrogen bomb explosion. Parents were warned that
children might be too upset to watch. Today, at least four
nations stockpile an estimated 17,000 nuclear warheads, the
equivalent of 16 billion tons of TNT and more than 5,000 times

what was exploded in all of World War II.ll For the first time
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in human history, a generation has grown up with headlines that
describe destruction on a global scale.

A quarter century ago, it seemed relatively easy to isolate
our challenge and respond. Today, with dozens of crises crowding
our universe, we see not a single gleaming speck but a dark
foreboding cloud. The world has become a more crowded, more
interconnected, more volatile and unstable place. If education
cannot help students see beyond themselves and better understand
the interdependent nature of our world, each new generation will
remain ignorant and its capacity to live confidently and

responsibly will be dangerously diminished.

Since Sputnik, America too has undergone dramatic
transformations. Twenty-five years ago, the nation's work force
was about equally divided between white-collar and blue-collar
jobs, between goods and service industries. There are now more
people employed full time in our colleges and universities than

12

in agriculture. In 1981, white-collar jobs outnumbered blue-

13 And the number of

collar jobs by more than three to two.
people employed by United States Steel is smaller than the number
of employees at McDonald's.

In the last decade, American productivity increased by only

about 23 percent -- less than half the average increase of ten

western European nations and Japan. 1In 1979, the United States's
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share of world manufacturing slipped to just over 17 percent.
Less than 50 percent of the consumer electronics sold in America

14 5 generation ago, America was

are made in the United States.
riding the wave of the postwar baby boom. Then the boom became a
bust. By 1990, the school-age population will have declined 14

percent from its peak in 1970. By the year 2000, only 34 percent
of all Americans will be under 25, while about 28 percent will be

15

50 and over. The comparable percentages in 1981 were about 41

and 26.1°
While the population as a whole is aging, the youth
population among black and Hispanic Americans remains large and
is proportionately increasing. 1In 1980, slightly less than one-
third of all white Americans were 19 years of age and under, but
43 percent of all Hispanics and about 40 percent of all blacks

fell into this youth category.17

These changes have profound
significance for education.

In 1981, only 52 percent of all white families had school-
age children (under 18 years of age). In contrast, 71 percent of
all black and 75 percent of all Hispanic households had children

in this category.18

With fewer school-age children, the
commitment of white American families to public education may
well decline. And while minority parents have a growing stake in
education, historically they have had limited power to help the
nation's schools.

Of special concern is the fact that black and Hispanic young

people are precisely those with whom our schools have been least

successful. 1In 1980, 78 percent of white nineteen-year-olds in
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the United States were high school graduates. However, that same
year, 61 percent of black and 56 percent of Hispanic nineteen-

19 Opportunity remains

year olds held high school diplomas.
unequal. And this failure to educate every young person to his or
her full potential threatens the nation's social and economic
health.

Today, the push for excellence in education is linked to
economic recovery and to jobs. We're being told that better
schools will move the nation forward in the hi-tech race. And,
echoing the post-Sputnik era, we're being told that tougher math-
science standards are required to keep the nation strong.

Clearly, education and the security of the nation are
interlocked. National interest must be served. But where in all
of this are students? Where is the recognition that education is
to enrich the living individuals? Where is the love of learning
and where is the commitment to achieve equality and opportunity
for all?®

In the great debate about public schools equity must be seen
not as a chapter of the past but as the unfinished agenda of the
future. To expand access without upgrading schools is simply to
perpetuate discrimination in a more subtle form. But to push for
excellence in ways that ignore the needs of less privileged
students is to undermine the future of the nation. Clearly,
equity and excellence cannot be divided.

Our schools have adjusted successfully to a host of new

demands. They now serve more students from different racial

cultural and social backgrounds. They have responded to
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enrollment declines and budget cuts. Experimental programs, such
as magnet schools, have been introduced, and public schools are
now educating vast numbers of handicapped students who previously
were locked out.

There remains, however, a large, even alarming gap between
school achievement and the task to be accomplished. A deep
erosion of confidence in our schools, coupled with disturbing
evidence that at least some of the skepticism is justified, has
made revitalizing the American high school an urgent matter. The
world has changed -- irrevocably so -- and quality education in
the 1980s and beyond means preparing all students for the
transformed world the coming generation will inherit.

We do not suggest that schools can be society's cure for
every social ill. A report card on public education is a report
card on the nation. Schools can rise no higher than the
communities that surround them. And to blame schools for the
"rising tide of mediocrity" is to confuse symptoms with the
disease.

Still, without good schools none of our problems can be
solved. People who cannot communicate are powerless. People who
know nothing of their past are culturally impoverished. People
who cannot see beyond the confines of their own lives are ill-
equipped to face the future. It is in the public school that
this nation has chosen to pursue enlightened ends for all its
people. And this is where the battle for the future of America
will be won or lost.

How should America proceed?
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After completing our visits to the schools, reviewing
literature, and talking with colleagues both in and out of
education, and considering a variety of alternatives; we conclude

the time has come:

To clarify the goals of education.

To stress the centrality of language and link
the curriculum to changing a national and

global context.

To recognize that all students must be
prepared for a lifetime of both work and

further education.

To strengthen the profession of teaching in
America. This means improvement of conditions
in the classroom, better recruitment and
preparation, better continuing education, and

better teacher recognition and rewards.

To improve instruction and give students more
opportunities for service in anticipation of
their growing civic and social

responsibilities as they become adults.
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To take full advantage of the information
revolution and link technology more
effectively to teaching and learning in the

schools.

To smooth the transition from school to adult
life through more flexible class scheduling
and by making available to students new

learning places both on and off the campus.

To reduce bureaucracy in education and give
school principals the support they need to

lead.

To recognize that excellence in education is
possible only when connections are made with
higher education and with the corporate

world.

Finally, the time has come for public schools
to be aggressively supported by parents,
school boards, and government as well; and for
the nation's historic commitment to public

education to be vigorously reaffirmed by all.

These topics -- goals, curriculum, teachers, teaching and

learning, technology, structure, school leadership, connections
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beyond the campus, and community support -- emerged as critically
important issues 1n our study and they provided a framework for
our report. In the chapters that follow, we discuss these major
themes and set forth, for national discussion and debate, a

series of proposals to promote school revival and reform.
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A DAY AT RIDGEFIELD HIGH

It is eight in the morning. The doors of 16,000 public high
schools open.l More than 13 million students begin to arrive for
the start of another school day.2

In a small midwestern town, about 1,000 students go to
Ridgefield High. Hundreds are deposited by bus at the front door
of the two-story brick building built in the 1930s, now showing
its years and lack of care. Ridgefield has cracked sidewalks, a
shabby lawn, and peeling paint on every window sash. Some
students walk to school; others park their cars on a gravel lot
just beyond the macadam-covered spaces reserved for teachers.

The front foyer of the building leads off in three
directions. To the right there is a large cafeteria with long
rows of narrow tables and chairs. Straight ahead is a large
hallway lined with bright-colored lockers. To the left is the
main corridor.

The office also is to the left, with a front wall of
glass. On the brick wall opposite the office is the weekly
activity board, announcing sporting events, assemblies, and the
message "Happy Birthday, Linda Gutowski."

Very little decorates the walls -- a few posters here and
there. One handwritten announcement of Teenage Christian

Fellowship meetings. No graffiti. Fairly clean.
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Inside the building there is much milling about. The halls
are crowded. Students meet with friends. They noisily stuff
possessions into lockers. Boyfriends and girlfriends have
already met. The bell rings. The public address system warns
the students not to be late for "first-hour" class.

Students at Ridgefield High are predominantly white, the
families working class. For boys, normal dress consists of
running shoes, jeans (without designer labels), and T-shirts
(football and rock group). Some girls wear feminine versions of
this "uniform." Others wear either conservative dresses or
imitations of the latest fashions, too much makeup or none at
all, long straight hair or bouffant curls.

The office has a pleasant atmosphere: popular music plays
on the radio; lunch tickets are sold; students and teachers
wander in and out. A student comes in to pick up a form from the
attendance secretary and regales her with a story about seventeen
busboys being fired from a nearby country club restaurant for
"getting into the beer."

The office walls contain posters of teachers' assignments, a
schedule of events, and a Nike shoe poster of marathon runners
after the race.

The principal, Tom Moss, is accessible to students. Almost
immediately, several sophomore girls walk in and ask to see
him. These four cheerleaders are upset about a conflict between
their sponsor, Ms. Johnson, and the volleyball coach,

Ms. Plummer. Janice, the fifth member of their squad, is both a

cheerleader and a volleyball player. Both groups practice at the



07-18-83 =L 5=

same time, and Janice was benched the previous night during
cheerleading because a schedule conflict caused her to miss a
practice session. An apparent compromise solution (splitting the
time) had been 1i1gnored by Ms. Johnson.

Mr. Moss has already discussed the 1issue with the
superintendent, the cheerleader's stepfather (who 1is a Ridgefield
High School teacher), and Ms. Johnson. Moss now spends forty
minutes with the girls, assuring them that he will speak to all
the concerned parties once again. The communication has been
direct and caring.

By now, the day's activities are in full swing. At the
beginning of the second hour, the main office secretary makes
announcements over the school-wide public-address system. Her
tone 1s 1nformal as she runs down the schedule for yearbook
pictures, and promises that tomorrow's special assembly will be
good "so don't forget your twenty-five- cent admission."

Physical education classes, a favorite of most students, are
going on in the gym and out back. Study hall for this hour 1s 1in
the cafeteria. There, students are quiet -- either sleeping or
reading.

In the library, a group of students learn how to locate
books; others help the librarian; still others study quietly; a
few read magazines from the library's large collection (for

example, Outdoor Life, Guitar Player, Family Circle, American

History).

Down the hall, in the cramped teachers' lounge, four or five

people are drinking coffee, eating snacks purchased from the

vending machine, and chatting.
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In English classrooms, students pick out verbs and subjects
from worksheets. 1In history classes, they are listening to
lectures on Indians, Vikings, and the religions of China.
Trigonometry students work independently, solving problems in the
text.

In "functional" math, several "slow" students work
individually, but not seriously. They have been given packets
that have catchy titles -- Prime Time, Wit Kit, Math Path, Skill
Drill, and Game Frame -- and include equipment such as
headphones, tapes, and projectors. The students, however, are
not caught up in the materials; they talk and wander around while
the teacher works with one student at her desk.

Biology II students listen to a lecture on the coloration of
fall leaves, while Biology I students look at exhibits on an
overhead projector and then have a lively debate about
pollution. 1In Spanish class, students watch slides of the
teacher's stay in Peru. Conversation in Spanish is
interspersed. In Home Economics, students do a "seek-and-find"
worksheet on sewing terms, and wait while the teacher helps one
student with a sewing pattern at her desk.

In Introduction to Business, students listen and follow
directions as the teacher gives step-by-step instructions, in a
loud and precise voice, related to the use of a new instructional
packet:

First, put your names and second period on

the outside of the packet, then take out every

item in the packet and put your name on each
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of the items [gbe waité]. After your names
are put on all materials, put all of them back

except for the booklet entitled Instructions.

Now, look at me please. I will go slowly and you
can put what I say into your own words, but these
statements are to be written inside of your
instructional manual. One: These packets may
not leave the classroom. Two: If absent from
school, you need to come before school, during
study, or after school, to make up for time that
you've missed in class. Three: Pay attention.
If you don't pay attention, you may get lost and,
since we are going to be working on this for
three weeks, you'll be lost for all three
weeks... Now let's go back to page one of the
instruction booklet. Pages one, two, and three
are introductions to the packet. On pages four
and five is the actual beginning of the packet
and page nine is where you actually start working

on your packet...3

As students move from class to class, the routine is
predictable. For the first half of the period, they mostly sit
and listen, occasionally taking notes. During the last portion,
students discuss material, fill out worksheets and study guides

while their teacher circulates to give individualized assistance.
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It is lunchtime. Groups of students shuttle in and out of
the cafeteria. There is much half-serious complaining about the
food and the meager choices on the menu. Students in one small
group eat hurriedly and make their way out the back door to the
smoking area, where they visit with one another or smoke
cigarettes or dope.

A security guard monitors the area during lunch. He does
not like what is going on, but his problem is similar to that of
other adults who might be upset about the use of drugs. He does
not know how to stop it. A student explains: "Teachers don't
like it, but what are they going to do about it? When we see
them coming, we flip the joint away and that's that." Around
school, these kids are called "burnouts"™ -- in contrast to the
"jocks" or the group called "socies."

Two boys caught fighting in the washroom are in the
principal's office. Their statements are taped by Mr. Moss. All
such conferences are recorded so the affected students and
parents hear the same story. The two boys spend most of the time
arguing about who won the fight; each seems desperately in need
of winning.

When the boys are questioned individually, John starts
crying because the expected suspension means he will not be able

to play football. Athletics are exalted at Ridgefield High; the
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jocks are the heroes of students, administrators, and parents.
The coach is in on the meeting, assuring John that if he takes
the punishment "like a man" he may be allowed to regain status
and rejoin the team.

Lunch is over. Some Ridgefield High students take a school
bus to Burr Community College to participate in a vocational
program. A few leave early to work, most return to class. The
corridors begin to clear.

It is two in the afternoon, now. The school day is almost
over at Ridgefield High. Students who have broken one rule or
another are herded into the library for "eighth hour" detention
time. Usually, they are punished for coming late.

Students on athletic teams head for buses. Others take a
final class or study hall before the day ends. Some linger after
school for a club meeting. Still others drive around or just
hang out with friends before going home.

Some students hurry off to work. Many have chores to do at
home. A few are heard complaining about too much homework, but
they also claim that they can get away without doing it. One
student is overheard saying, "Nothing much happens here."

Tomorrow is another day at Ridgefield High; it will probably

be a lot like today.
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Ridgefield High has much in common with most high schools from
coast to coast. It is neither troublefree nor terrible. Classes
are at times inspired, occasionally dreadful, and, most often,
routine. A few students tackle ideas as if they were in a
college seminar. Most graduate without being stretched to their
potential. At Ridgefield and elsewhere, there is a kind of
unwritten, unspoken contract between the teachers and the
students: Keep off my back, and I'll keep off yours.

Ridgefield, along with most other high schools in the
nation, falls somewhere in the middle ground of academic
quality. Exceptional institutions are at either end. At one
extreme are the very bad, trouble-ridden schools that hold few,
if any, academic goals for students; at the other are outstanding
institutions -- supportive and demanding -- where students
receive a first-class education.

Troubled high schools frequently are in inner cities where
problems of population dislocation, poverty, unemployment, and
crime take priority over education. They also may be found in
decaying suburbs or in rural communities racked by poverty and
neglect.

Students in failing urban schools4

often jam into battered
buildings with wire-covered windows and graffiti-covered walls.
Tile and other hard surfaces reflect the glare from naked light
bulbs hanging in protective cages of wire.

Changing classes is like the morning rush hour in

Manhattan. Students push and shove in crowded stairways, or ride

dangerous elevators and escalators often brought to a quick halt
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by pranksters. Neighboring residents complain of noise,
vandalism, and drugs.

Security guards patrol the halls, attempting to keep
order. When violence breaks out, teachers often turn away.
They're afraid. On a good day in such a school, the attendance
is 50 percent.

Once inside the classroom, students pay little attention to
the teacher, who, in turn, expects little from the students. 1In
one such school we heard the teacher say, "I'll write on the
blackboard what you need to know." In another, "Helium, we won't
worry about that." 1In still another, "Don't worry, we won't have
any hard problems on the test."

Many students are two or more years below grade level in
reading and math. Few have a sense of real accomplishment.
Heroic teachers can be found, but generally the faculty feel
discouraged; some have given up. A handful of kids are high
achievers. Most are bored, restless, and rebellious. About half
drop out. Those who do graduate get odd jobs or are
unemployed. Few go on to college.

At the other end of the spectrum are schools with the
highest academic standards. The building may be old or new, but
the atmosphere is pleasant. Student art and colorful posters
decorate the walls. Announcements of scholarships and overseas
study programs are prominently displayed. The occasional
graffiti are quickly removed. Students move purposefully from
class to class. They take five or six subjects each semester,

and do two or three hours of homework every night. They are
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busy publishing the school paper or telling friends of their
American Field Service year of study in Japan.

Graduates from good high schools complete four years of
English, social studies, and science; three years of math; and
two or more years of a foreign language. Many take advanced
placement or honors classes that are rigorous and fast-paced.

The classroom is a forum for lively debate. Some students drift,
but most master the material and can apply the information.

Teachers at the better schools often push for responses to
demanding questions. Generally, the teaching style is pungent,
the pace brisk, the tone provocative and friendly. Precise
answers and supportive reasons frequently are demanded.

At one school, we saw a science teacher handing out detailed
breakdowns of the semester's assignments for each student. They
were all prepared, we found out later, on his home computer.

An English teacher returned themes that she said were
"disappointing," but on each were extensive comments and
corrections representing many hours of work.

A music teacher (who says she is at school until 5 P.M.
every day) has written a textbook and curriculum guide for her
class and directs operas and symphonies at the school.

An advanced calculus teacher is tough and demanding. He
drills and pushes the students, putting them on the spot. Their
questions challenge him, even as he motivates the students.

Over 90 percent of the students in strongly academic schools
graduate and go on to college. Many are headed for the most

prestigious institutions. At graduation, coveted science awards
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and National Merit Scholarships are presented i1n great numbers.

Such high schools are as good as or better than any in the world.

When the nation's 16,000 high school doors close at the end

of a busy day, each school has had its own special blend of minor

victories and defeats.

NOTES

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics. Digest of Education Statistics; 1982
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1982),

p. 63.

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics. The Condition of Education: 1982 (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1982), p. 44.

Carnegie Foundation High School Site Visits, 1982.

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, 1980 Survey of High School and Beyond, public
schools only.
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2

REPORT CARD: HOW SCHOOLS ARE DOING

The village of Ridgefield, with 1800 citizens, is on a winding
two lane road, forty miles from a large midwestern city. Most of
Ridgefield's workers commute to blue collar jobs or care for
small family farms. There are five policemen in the town, a
volunteer fire department, and two banks.

Until the late fifties, Ridgefield was a stable rural
community with a farm and dairy population. The school
population was homogeneous and small. In 1953, there were a
total of 147 students in the high school and 18 in the graduating
class. A long time resident and teacher recalls the "good old
days": "We couldn't have had a more supportive community. We
never had a bond issue that was voted down. Anything the school

wanted we would get.

The sixties brought dramatic changes. Gradually, acres of
farmland sprouted new homesites rather than crops; new landowners
were mostly blue-collar workers with jobs in automotive plants
and factories in the city about forty miles away. Ridgefield
became a bedroom community with shallow roots, less cohesion, and
less involvement in the schools. Bond issues were voted down.

Ridgefield reflects a pattern nationwide. 1In 1955, more
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than two-thirds of Americans responding to a Gallup Poll said
they were "willing to pay extra taxes, if the extra money were
used to raise the salaries of school teachers.™ 1In 1980, only 30

B Tax

percent declared themselves willing to raise taxes.
resistance notwithstanding, in 1982 the nation spent 126.7
billion tax dollars to finance the biggest, oldest, most
comprehensive system of public elementary and secondary education

2 How can that system be described and what about the

on earth.
quality of its performance?

Every high school is unique; still America's high schools
have much in common. The vast majority call themselves
"comprehensive." They offer under one roof (or several roofs) an
academic program for those going on to college, a vocational
program for those preparing for jobs, and a general studies
program for those still unclear about their goals.

About 4 percent of the public high schools are

3 These

"specialized," including the so-called "magnet" schools.
institutions concentrate on programs of high interest to the
students -- the arts, business, or science, for example.

A few public schools describe themselves as "alternative"
institutions. Growing out of the education reforms of the 1960s,
these experimental schools offer custom-made programs for both
able and high-risk students.

About 10 percent of the nation's public schools are in the
cities. They enroll about 2.9 million students. Fifty-six

percent are in rural areas, with school districts sometimes

extending hundreds of miles. These rural schools enroll about
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4.1 million students. Thirty-four percent of the nation's high

schools are in the suburbs and enroll 6.3 million students.4

High schools range in size from those with less than 50

students to those with more than 8,000; about half the high

schools in the United States enroll fewer than 600 students.5

Slightly more than half of the nation's high schools --
almost 8,200 -- are four-year institutions, offering grades nine
through twelve. About 4,400 combine junior and senior high.
Another 3,200 are three-year schools, beginning at the tenth

grade. The remaining 200 public high schools have other grade

spans.6

Most of the nation's high schools have fewer than 30 percent

7

minority enrollment. On the other hand, enrollments at many

large urban schools are over 50 percent black or Hispanic. The

public school system in St. Louis is nearly 80 percent

8

minority. The city of Atlanta has a minority population of 68

percent, but public school enrollment is 92 percent minority.9

Between 1970 and 1980, the proportion of white students in

Milwaukee's public high schools fell from 75 percent to 52

10

percent, while its black enrollment almost doubled. In spite

of such a large minority representation in some districts, only 8
percent of all high schools bus students to achieve racial

balance.ll

The average American high school gets about 50 percent of

its budget from the state, 42 percent from the local district,

12

and nearly 8 percent from Washington. State support for public

education varies from a high of almost 90 percent in Hawaii to a
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low of 8 percent 1in New Hampshlre.13
Organizationally, the typical high school 1is staffed by a
principal, two assistant principals, 50 or so teachers, a
guidance counselor or two, a librarian, a remedial specialist,

14

and several student teachers or teaching aides. Nationally,

the average secondary school teacher-pupil ratio 1s about 1 to 16
-- and goilng down.l® Here again, there 1s great variation from
state to state.

The retention rate varies greatly from school to school.
Some schools graduate almost every student. At others, a dropout

rate of almost 50 percent 1is ant1c1pated.16

Most states require
students to stay 1n school until age sixteen. Overall, about
three-fourths of all students who enter high school complete the
course.l”

High school principals identify absenteeism, classcutting,
and parental disinterest as moderately serious problems. About
half of all principals place student drug or alcohol abuse 1in the
same category. Contrary to popular belief, however, principals
claim that student fights, thefts, and vandalism are relatively

minor problems.l8

Even so, more than 4 percent of the nation's
teachers say they have been physically abused or threatened.19
More than 35 percent say they have felt unsafe 1in school.20

The rhythm of the school day 1s familiar. Typically, the
day 1s divided 1into six or seven periods averaging about fifty
minutes each. Most high schools require hall passes, forbid

student smoking, and have a dress code.

Many students have what can be best described as a love-hate
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relationship with the school. Most seniors agree that there
should be more emphasis on academic subjects and that poor
teaching has interfered with their education; but they criticize

21 In general, students do not seem

their own study habits, too.
to feel intensely negative about school, but neither do they
consider their high schools as outstanding places to be.

The public, in turn, offers its own report card on the
public schools. In 1974, the Gallup Poll began asking Americans
to grade their schools. That year, 18 percent of those polled
gave the schools an A, while 6 percent gave them a D. Eight
years later, in 1982, only 8 percent were willing to give the
schools an A, while those believing the schools deserved a D had
more than doubled, from 6 to 14 percent.22

How accurate is the public evaluation?

One popular yardstick used to judge school performance is
the Scholastic Aptitude Test, commonly called the SAT.
Approximately one-third of all high school graduates take this

test annually.23

The SAT is divided into two major parts —--
verbal and mathematical skills. The verbal portion consists of
85 questions that test vocabulary and a student's ability to
recognize relationships in pairs of words, to complete sentences,
and to interpret and analyze written passages. The mathematics
portion includes questions in arithmetic, algebra, and
geometry. All answers on both sections are multiple choice.
Scholastic Aptitude Test results make news every year. For

years, the headlines have been bad. Between 1952 and 1982 the

average score on the verbal section of the SAT fell 50 points,
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from 476 to 426 (Chart 1). Even after one adjusts for a larger
and more diverse group of test takers there remains a jolting
point spread between scores of today's most academically

ambitious young people and those of a generation ago.
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In 1975, a panel was convened to investigate possible causes
of the downswing of SAT scores. The group identified
absenteeism, automatic promotion, reduced homework, lowered
textbook standards, decreased emphasis on writing, changes in
family structure, television viewing habits, and a host of other
factors.24 The panel concluded with an appropriate caution: "It
would be too bad if our concentration on the implications of a
decline in the statistical averages on a set of standardized
examinations should seem to ignore how incomplete a measure this
is of either educational or broader human purpose.“25

In 1981, the SAT scores leveled off. 1In 1982, they made a
very slight recovery. For the first time in nineteen years the
average verbal score for college-bound seniors rose —-- from 424
to 426. The average math score moved from 466 to 467.26
However, these increases are too small and the scope of
measurement too narrow to allow us to draw conclusions about
shifts in school performance.

The SAT is one of two major college admission tests. The
other is a test prepared by the American College Testing Program

(ACT). About 900,000 students take the ACT each year.27

This
test covers English and mathematics usage, social sciences, and
natural science. Students take either or both national tests,
depending upon requirements of the colleges to which they apply.
The trend of ACT scores over the past decade is similar to
that of the SAT (Chart 2). In 1970, the combined mean score for
English, mathematics, social studies, and science was 19.9. By
1976, the score had dropped to 18.3; by 1982 it reached 18.4.28

During the same period, the mean mathematics score on the ACT

dropped from 20 to 17.2. Scores in science remained at 20.8.2°
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CHART 2

American College Testing Score Averages 1970-1982
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Headlines notwithstanding, neither the ACT nor the SAT was
created to measure the quality of schools. For example, when the
Scholastic Aptitude Test was first constructed about sixty years
ago, the aim was to measure students' underlying "aptitude" for
higher education, not what students had learned during high
school in specific subject areas. Today, it is generally
acknowledged that the SAT scores relate in some fashion to what
is taught in school, as well as to the students' backgrounds, but

the connection is unclear.

A testing program that offers a more reliable gauge of
educational quality in the nation's schools is the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Sponsored by the
federal government, the National Assessment periodically surveys
students in ten subjects: art, career and occupational
development, citizenship, literature, mathematics, music,
reading, science, social studies, and writing. Achievement in
each of these subjects has been assessed at least twice since the
program began in 1969.

What does the National Assessment tell us about the reading
ability of students? The reading test has been administered
three times: 1970, 1974, 1979. It turns out that in 1979
seventeen-year-olds were doing about as well in their total
reading ability as they were ten years earlier (Table 1). During

this period, reference skills -- the ability to locate and use
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sources of information -- improved slightly. However, there was
a slight decline in what testmakers call "inferential
comprehension" -- the ability to grasp what a text implies but
does not explicitly state. 1In this skill, the scores of
seventeen-year-olds dropped from 64.2 to 62.1 percent.
Apparently many students can decode words, but have difficulty

understanding whole passages.

TABLE 1 Reading Scores

Changes in mean percentage scores for l7-year-olds
National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1971, 1974, 1979

1971 1974 1979
Total Reading 68.9 69.0 68.2
Literal comprehension 72.2 72.7 72.0
Inferential comprehension 64.2 63.3 62.1
Reference skills 69.4 70.1 70.2

SOURCE: Three National Assessments of Reading: Changes in
Performance, 1970-1980, National Assessment of Educational
Progress, (Denver, Colorado: Education Commission of the States,
April 1981).

The National Assessment also evaluates skills in writing.
Students are asked to produce writing samples which are rated on
a scale from 1 (inadequate) to 4 (best). Between 1969 and 1979,
there was a slight decline in the overall writing competence of

seventeen-year-olds (Table 2). 1In a storytelling assignment, the
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number of papers rated "competent" increased by 15 percent, a

significant improvement; in persuasive writing, there was a drop

of 6 percent.30

The National Assessment found little change in the students
technical proficiency in writing: 10 to 25 percent of the
students have serious difficulty in putting words on paper. The
majority of errors were in punctuation, spelling and sentence

structure.31

TABLE 2 Overall Writing Effectiveness

Changes in mean percentage scores for l1l7-year-olds
National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1969, 1974, 1979

Quality ratings
1 = inadequate

4 = best 1969 1974 1979
1 12.1 14.9 11.9
2 40.3 38.8 46.5
3 31.8 32.6 28.8
4 15.9 13.7 12.8

SOURCE:  Writing Achievement, 1969-1979, Volume I, National
Assegsmgnt of Educational Progress (Denver, Colorado: Education
Commission of the States, December 1980).
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The National Assessment mathematics test measures four
categories: knowledge, skills, understanding, and application
(Table 3). Between 1973 (when the test was first administered)
and 1978, the scores of seventeen-year-olds dropped by 4
percentage points. The most recent assessment, made 1in 1982,
indicates that this decline has been stemmed.32 There 1s little
reason for rejoicing, however, because most of the improved
performance was 1in routine computation and figure recognition --
tasks requiring little of the abstract thinking that gives

mathematics 1ts power.

TABLE 3 Mathematics Scores

Mean percentage scores for l7-year-olds,
National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1978 and 1982

1978 1982

Total Math 60.4 60.3
Math knowledge 74.7 74.9
Math skills 59.7 60.0
Math understanding 61.8 61.5
Math application 43.5 42.4

SOURCE: The Third National Mathematics Assessment; Results,
Trends and Issues, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
?ggg?r, Colorado: Education Commission of the States, April
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Science assessment includes knowledge of both biology and
physical science (Table 4). Measured over a nine-year period,
there appear to be modest gains in achievement. Still, an
examination of specific questions reveals a disturbing lack of
knowledge. When asked what happens when a combustion reaction
takes place, only 54 percent of the respondents chose the one
answer that contained the word "heat"; 12 percent understood that
plastics are petroleum products; 50 percent knew that a star is
most like the sun as opposed to a comet, a meteor, the moon, or a

33 A caution: The latest National Assessment report on

planet.
science is now more than six years old. More recent data are
required before we can generalize, with confidence, about the

current situation.

TABLE 4 Science Scores

_ Mean percentage scores for l7-year-olds
National Assessment of Educational Progress, 1969, 1973 and 1977

1969 1973 1977

Total science 45,2 48.4 46.5
Biology 52.3 53.3 52.2
Physical science 42.9 46.8 44.4

SOURCE: Thrge Assessments in Science, 1969-1977: Technical
Summary, National Assessment of Educational Progress, p. 15.
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The National Assessment also includes a measure of the
political knowledge and attitudes of students. Here again, there
are no recent data. During the period that 1is reported, however,
the decline in student performance 1in this area has been most
dramatic (Table 5).

Between 1969 and 1976, scores on knowledge about the
structure and function of government dropped from 64.4 percent to
53.9 percent. 1In 1976, only 31 percent of thirteen-year-olds and
53 percent of seventeen-year-olds tested knew that each state has
two United States senators. Forty-eight percent of the thirteen-
year-olds thought 1t was against the law to start a new political
party. One out of every seven seventeen-year-olds thought the
President does not always have to obey the law.34

In 1972, less than one-half of America's seventeen-year-olds
understood how to use a sample ballot. Only one-third of the
thirteen-year-olds knew that the United States Supreme Court has
the power to declare an act of Congress unconstitutional. And
only 18 percent knew that presidential candidates are nominated

at national conventlons.35
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TABLE 5 Political Knowledge and Attitude Scores

Mean average scores for l7-year-olds
National Assessment for Educational Progress, 1969 and 1976

1969 1976

Respect for others 82.1 79.8

Structure and function of government 64.4 53.9

Political process 65.5 59.0
Average performance

Political knowledge 73 65

Political attitudes 67 63

SOURCE: 1Ina Mullis. "Citizenship/Social Achievement Trends Over
Time," Paper presented at annual meeting of the AERA, 1978.
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In addition to national school measures -- the SAT, ACT, and
National Assessment scores -- many states have assessments of
their own.

Iowa, in the nation's heartland, tests students every year
in mathematics and reading achievement. Comparable tests have
been given since the mid-1950s. Achievement scores in Iowa began
declining in the mid-1960s. Since 1977, however, reading
achievement scores for Iowa's elementary school students have
been on the rise. Composite scores for grades nine, ten, and
eleven also have been going up. Twelfth graders' scores have
been improving since 1978 (Chart 3).

Iowa is not necessarily typical of the nation; conditions
vary from state to state. But positive signs have been noted in
other states as well. Michigan reports that "pass" rates on
state-mandated exams improved for fourth-, seventh-, and tenth-
grade students over the past two years. The number of individual
schools in Michigan with improved test scores outnumbered those
that declined by four to one.36

California test scores began declining in 1969. 1In 1981,
its third-, sixth-, and twelfth-grade students had improved,
although twelfth graders in California still score below the
national norm on most tests.3’

In all, more than thirty states now require "competency
tests." Many seek to measure only "minimum competencies," the
ability of young people to function in everyday situations --
follow directions, write checks, read a want ad, or fill out a
job application. These skills are useful but there is no reason

to applaud such a threshold.
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CHART 3

COMPOSITE SCORES

IOWA TEST OF EDUCATIONAL DEVELOPMENT, 1962-1981
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One state minimum competency test, for example, includes the

following questions to test reading comprehension:

Fire:

Police:

Doctor:

Ambulance:

F.B.I.:

Coast Guard:

Highway Patrol:

Secret Service:

EMERGENCY INFORMATION

415-2115
555-1155
515-0734

555=1157

Your fire department's number
Your police department's number
Your doctor's number

Ambulance number

Federal Bureau of Investigation:
Dial 481-9110

Search and Rescue Emergencies:
Call 985-9822

To report emergencies, call OPERATOR:
Ask for Zenith 1-2000

U.S. Secret Service: Dial 688-4830
or in any emergency, dial the operator

You would dial 555-1155 to reach:

A.

B.

C.

D.

the fire department

the police
an ambulance

a doctor

Bonnie has the flu, and her father wants to take her to the

doctor for a shot.

A.
B.
C.
D.

515-0734
b55=~1L155
415-2115
555=1157

What number should he call?
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Here is a sample mathematics problem from another minimum

competency test:

Mr. Levi is an hourly employee who receives $5 per hour. He
receives time-and-a-half for any time over 8 hours on any

given day. The following is his time card for last week.

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
8 hours 8 hours 8 hours 9 hours 9 hours

How many hours overtime did he work last week?

A. 1 hour
B. 1.5 hour
C. 2 hours
D. 2.5 hours

SOURCE: Scherini, Rose, High Schools Today: Overview and
Implications for the University of California Berkeley,
(Berkeley: Office of Student Research, May 1981), Appendix,
pp. 9, 11.

Functional literacy may be a step away from a life of
victimization. It is hardly a passport to a life of personal

confidence and economic strength.

How do American schools compare with those of other

countries?
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In 1967, a twelve-nation study of mathematics performance of
thirteen- and eighteen-year-olds was launched under the
leadership of Torsten Husen, University of Stockholm, Sweden.
Later, from 1973-1977, international surveys were conducted in
seven subjects: mathematics, science, reading comprehension,
literature, English and French as foreign languages, and civic
education.38

For schools in the United States, the results were not
encouraging. The average comprehension score on the reading
test, for example, placed United States high school students in
the lowest one-third. In mathematics, American students scored
lowest among the nations tested, while Israelis, Japanese,

39 1,

German, and French students scored in the top one-third.
civic education, students in Ireland and the United States had
the lowest average scores among industrialized countries, while
those from New Zealand, Germany, and Sweden had the highest.40
Such international comparisons have been challenged because
the number of students in the relevant age groups varies greatly
from one nation to another. 1In the United States, for example,
about 75 percent of the youth group complete high school. 1In
Sweden, 45-50 percent complete the gymnasium (grades 11 and 12)

while in the Oberprimaner (grade 13) in the Federal Republic of

Germany only about 15 percent of the youth group are enrolled.4l

-
Husen and his team of researchers sought to overcome the
problem by looking, not just at all students, but also at the top
9 percent, 7 percent, and 5 percent of the students in each

country surveyed. As reported, when the average scores of all

students are compared, the United States youth performed poorly
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in most subjects. However, when only top students were rated,
those in the United States compared more favorably with those in

other countries (Charts 4 and 5).
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CHART 4

MEAN SCIENCE SCORES OF TOTAL AGE GROUP
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CHART 5

MEAN MATHEMATICS TEST SCORES FOR TERMINAL MATHEMATICS

POPULATION IN TWELVE NATIONS
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Perhaps the most significant conclusion one can reach (based
on limited and dated information) is the one stated in 1983 by

7/
Professor Husen:

The top 5 percent and 10 percent at the end of
secondary education tended to perform at
nearly the same level in both comprehensive
and selective systems of secondary
education....Thus the elite among United
States high school seniors did not differ
considerably in their performance from their

age-mates in France, England or Germany.42

Behind the meager international data lie values in the
American educational system that explain perhaps both our
victories and defeats. Americans have been less awed than many
other countries by "high culture." We have been more reluctant
to define what it means to be an educated person. And we are
deeply suspicious of central control of education and uniform
standards, although we yearn for uniform results.

Further, Americans tend to see schooling as the way for each
individual to achieve success and as a way to achieve social
equity, too. Viewed separately, none of these beliefs is
distinctive. Taken together, they make our education system
sharply distinguishable from those of most other countries, and

they make international comparisons somewhat risky.43
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How then should the American high school be assessed?

When viewed in historical perspective, high schools have
been, we believe, remarkably successful. These "peoples'
colleges" -- as they were once called -- have educated waves of
new Americans, expanded opportunity for historically bypassed
minorities, and provided -- for millions -- a door to work and
further education. Perhaps no other institution has reflected
more completely the hopes and aspirations of the nation.

Still, with all of its success, public support for public
education has gone down. In recent years we have been shocked
and disappointed by reports of falling test scores and by the
inability of many of our schools to achieve high academic
standards. Year after year, school news from a variety of
sources has been bad, causing public confidence to plummet.

This decline in the academic performance of our schools
accelerated during the 1960s, following a spurt of post-Sputnik
school reform. During this time when the nation truly was at
risk, almost all institutions were battered by the trauma of
wars, riots, and asassinations. Willard Wirtz, a perceptive
interpreter of social trends, commented on this destructive
decade and, in the process, put the decline of test scores in a

larger social context:

We're...talking about a period in which...test
scores were bound to be affected by a decade
of distraction, a period in which a war was
fought principally by these young people, a

divisive war. It was a period of political
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assasination, particularly of their heroes.

It was a period of rioting in the streets. It
was a period of corruption of institutional
stewardship in this country. It would have
been very difficult for young people to place
high on their list of personal priorities the
goal of getting the highest possible scores on
the Scholastic Aptitude Test during this

period.44

In addition to national problems, the high school has also
felt the impact of changing family patterns in recent years. The
number of children under eighteen who are affected by divorces

has more than doubled since 1960.45 Nearly one out of five

families is maintained by a woman who is either divorced,

46 Two-thirds of these

separated, widowed, or has never married.
mothers work.?” About half the children now in first grade will
have lived in one-parent homes by the time they graduate from
high school.48 This shift in family life has caused schools to
take on burdens and responsibilities of the home.

For many teenagers, the high school may be the only place to
get support and ease the pain of personal trauma and deep hurt.
It frequently becomes a crisis center -- helping a pregnant girl,
supporting a young student who has had a fight at home, or

helping a teenager through the trauma of parental separation or

divorce. One student said:
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When my mom and dad separated I thought I'd
die. I couldn't study and I felt like i had
to cry all day. My English teacher, who I
like a lot, stayed after school one day so we
could talk. I would have never made it

through without her help.49

- Another student told us:

One reason I like my school is because I would
rather be at school than at home. I even come
to school when I have a cold. The reason is

because I get bored at home . 20

High school is home for many students. It also is one
Winstitution in our culture where it is all right to be young.
Here, teenagers meet each other, share hopes and fears, start
love affairs, and experiment with growing up. This role will
never appear on the report card of the American high school
unless perhaps the old fashioned category "deportment" is added
to the list; and unless we grade the school, not just on academic
performance, but also on its sensitivity toward students.

In describing these social transitions and upheavals, we do
not excuse the schools. Educators have added to the crisis that
has swirled around them. Lack of leadership, confusion over
goals, a smorgasbord curriculum, a decline of academic standards
all have contributed to the weakening of public education.

Schools must not just follow, they must lead.
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Still, schools reflect both the strengths and the weaknesses
of the nation. Caught in the crossfire of competing goals, faced
with serious financial problems, and struggling to respond to
profound social changes, most secondary schools in the United
States are -- like the communities that surrounds them --
surviving but not thriving.

For a small percentage of students -- 10 to 15 percent
perhaps -- the American high school provides an outstanding
education, perhaps the finest in the world. Their schooling
combines a solid curriculum with good teaching and creative
work. A larger percentage of students -- perhaps 20 to 30
percent —-- mark time in school or drop out. For them, the high
school experience occasionally may be socially supportive, but
academically it's a failure. The majority of students are in the
vast middle ground. They attend schools like Ridgefield High,
where pockets of excellence can be found but where there is
little intellectual challenge.

In short, the academic report card on the nation's schools
is mixed. We believe, however, that American public education is
beginning to improve. After year of decline, test scores have
leveled off and in some states modest gains have been recorded.

A core curriculum is beginning to be shaped. College admission
standards are being tightened. Most importantly, there is a
revival of interest in the nation's schools. Business leaders
and governors are promoting education and there are stirrings at
the federal level, too. America is turning once again to

education.
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Still, our celebration should be modest. In the future,
citizenship responsibility will be more, not less, demanding;
economic pressures will be more, not less, 1ntense.
Opportunities for human progress, as well as threats to our
quality of life, will increase. The bidding has gone up and the
quality of our schools must go up as well. We cannot rest with

what we have today.
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A CLEAR AND VITAL MISSION
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3

WE WANT IT ALL

We sat in the teacher's lounge at Ridgefield High. The talk was
downbeat; teachers were bone tired. One teacher described why

she believed the school was drifting.

How in the world are you going to know where
you're going or if what you are doing is right
if you don't have a plan? Things just sort of
happen around here. There's no real

organization; it's just random happenings.1

The Boston Latin Grammar School, founded in 1635, was more
than a random happening. The goal was to prepare privileged
young men for Harvard, which, in turn, would prepare them to
serve both state and church. Historian Lawrence A. Cremin
reminds us that, in the early days of the Republic, schooling
"was to be only one part of the education of the public, and a
relatively minor part at that."2 In those days, the family and
the church were considered powerful educators, too.

As the nation grew, the mission of schooling was extended.
In 1751, Benjamin Franklin established a secondary school in

Philadelphia to instruct people in more practical skills, such as
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letter writing and accounting. Franklin's school became the
model for "academies" that dominated nineteenth century secondary
education. These schools reflected the new nation's growing
commitment to "useful learning."

The academies, although privately controlled, often received
community and state support. Their students came from many
social classes -- from high society to farm families. The
curriculum ranged from Latin and Greek, mathematics, English and
French, to business and commercial subjects, sewing, and
agriculture. Subjects were often grouped to match student
aspirations. At Gould's Academy in Bethel, Maine, for example,
"different courses of study were arranged for 'those fitting for
college, teaching or the counting room.'“3

Academies were available only to a paying clientele.
Children from poor families had little opportunity for education
beyond reading, writing, and arithmetic -- the standard subjects
taught in the common school. Visionaries, understanding the
injustice, argued that if basic education was the right of all,
so too was advanced instruction. The popularization of the
school had begun.

The first public high school in America -- the English
Classical School -- opened in Boston in 1821. An alternative to
academies, this school was a free, publicly-supported
institution. Other public high schools soon appeared in
Portland, Maine, and Worcester, Massachusetts. In 1825, the High
School Society in New York City started the first high school

outside New England. And in 1826 the city of Boston proposed
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free secondary education for 130 girls. When applications
greatly exceeded that number, the project was abandoned by the
city fathers.

The English Classical School -- whose name was shortened to
English High School -- admitted only students twelve years of age
or older, boys from the "mercantile and mechanical" classes "well
acquainted with reading, writing, English grammar in all its
branches, and arithmetic." These young men pursued a three-year
course of study in composition, declamation, mathematics,
history, civics, logic, surveying, navigation, and moral and

political philosophy (see Table 6).
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TABLE 6 The Curriculum of the Boston English
Classical School, 1821

The First Year

o Composition

o Reading from the most approved authors

o Exercises in Criticism; comprising critical analyses of
the language, grammar, and style of the best English
authors, their errors and beauties

Declamation

Geography

Arithmetic (continued)

000

The Second Year

o Composition

o0 Exercises in Criticism

o Reading (continued)

o Declamation

o Algebra

o Ancient and Modern History and Chronology

o Logic

o Geometry

o Plane Trigonometry; and its application to mensuration of
Heights and Distances

o Navigation

O Surveying

O0 Mensuration of Superficies and Solids

o Forensic Discussions

The Third Year

History; particularly that of the United States
Natural Philosophy, including Astronomy; Moral and
Political Philosophy

o Composition

O Exercises in Criticism
o Declamation (continued)
o Mathematics

o Logic

le)

o

SOURCE: Elmer E. Brown, The Making of Our Middle School (New
York: Longmans, Green and Company, 1903) pp. 298-301.
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In 1827, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts passed a law
requiring every town or village of five hundred or more families
to establish a school to teach American history, algebra,
geometry and bookkeeping, in addition to the common primary
subjects. Towns of four thousand also were to offer courses in
general history, rhetoric, logic, Latin, and Greek.4

Still, for more than fifty years, Massachusetts was the only
state that required high schools and, even there, the law was
generally ignored.5 "As late as 1850, when seventy-six towns
should have established high school instruction, only forty-seven

n6 It was not until 1874, when the Michigan

had actually done so.
State Supreme Court ruled that taxes could be levied to support
public high schools as well as elementary schools, that the
American high school began to take firm root.’

With urbanization, magnificent high schools were constructed
in some of the largest cities in the nation -- San Francisco, New
York, and St. Louis. These public high schools could compete
with the best of the private academies, regardless of their
traditions and prestige. Many urban high schools also graduated
young women trained in "normal classes" to become teachers.

In Cincinnati, Woodward High School, built in 1856 at a cost
of $50,000, had ornate pinnacles and a gothic, wrought iron

fence.8

It was one of the grandest buildings in the city. The
curriculum at Woodward, based upon approved textbooks, was an
elaborately developed college preparatory program to appeal to

the most academically-minded community leaders (Table 7).
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TABLE 7 Woodward High School Curriculum 1856

FIRST YEAR
First Session Second Session
English Grammar, Brown or Pinneo, Latin Lessons, Weld's, to Part Second
completed Physical Geography, Fitch, completed
English History, Goodrich or Markham, Latin Grammar, Andrews' and Stoddard's
completed Algebra, Ray's, to Section 305
Algebra, Ray's, to Section 172. Five lessons each week in Latin and
Five lessons in each of the above weekly Algebra

Three lessons in Physical Geography, and
two in Reading
Once a week during the year
Lectures by the Principal on Morals,
Manners, &c.
Aids to Composition, completed
Composition and Declamation, by
Sections, once in three weeks
Reading and Vocal Music, Penmanship,

if needed.
SECOND YEAR
First Session Second Session
Lat@n Lessons, Weld's, to History Latin Lessons, Weld's completed.
Latin Grammar, Andrews' and Stoddard's Latin Grammar, Andrews' and Stoddard's.
Geometry, pavies' Legendre, to Book V Geametry, Davies' Legendre, to Book IX
Ngtural Philosophy, Gray's, to Pneumatics Natural Philosophy, Gray's, completed.
Five lessons per week during the year Five lessons a week, in each of the
above.

One exercise per week
Reading, Elemental Sounds
Rhetoric and Vocal Music
Composition and Declamation, by
Sections, once in three weeks
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THIRD YEAR

First Session

Chemistry, Silliman's, to Section 282,
five lessons a week

Caesar or Sallust, Andrews', fifty
Sections, three lessons a week

German or French, three lessons a week.

Algebra and Spherics, Ray's and Davies'

Second Session

Legendre, completed, five lessons
a week

Virgil's Aeneid, Cooper's three books,
three lessons.

German or French, three lessons

Chemistry, Silliman's, to Vegetable
Chemistry, five lessons

Trigonometry, Davies', completed,
five lessons

Once a week

Constitution of the United States,
completed

Logic, Hedge's, completed.

Reading, Rhetoric and Vocal Music

Composition and Declamation, by
Sections once in three weeks.

FOURTH YEAR

First Session

Physiology and Hygiene, Cutter,
completed, five lessons

Cicero, Folsom's, three Orations,
three lessons

German or French, three lessons

Astronomy, McIntire's, completed,
five lessons

Geology, Gray's and Adams', completed,
five lessons.

Moral Philosophy, once a week

Second Session

German or French, three lessons
Mental Philosophy, Wayland's, completed,
five lessons
General History, Weber's, completed,
five lessons.
Navigation and Surveying, Davies',
completed.
Evidences of Christianity, once a week.
Once a week during the vyear
Critical Readings. Vocal Music once
a week
Compositions, by Sections, once in
three weeks.
Original Addresses, once in three
weeks

SOURCE: Henry Barnard. "Woodward High School in Cincinnati," American Journal of

Education, December 1857, p. 521.
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In rural America, it was different. High schools 1in the
nation's villages and farmland offered a more applied
curriculum. They often were housed in a single room or two
attached to primary schools. In 1896, of the 258 high schools 1in
Illinois, 220 were in elementary school rooms reserved for older
children. Historian David B. Tyack observes, "In rural

communities, the name high school was customarily an honorific

label attached to the upper grades, just as the term college 1in
the nineteenth century often signified high aspirations but low
achievement."?
In 1870 there were about 500 public high schools 1in the
nation with about 50,000 students. During this same period,
Calvin M. Woodward, a Harvard-trained mathematician, launched a
campaign to persuade Americans that high schools were out of
touch with the nation's economic and vocational needs. Woodward
claimed that high schools were training students to be
"gentlemen" rather than preparing them for work. He wanted more
"manual training” in the schools, which, he believed, should be
an "equal partner" 1in the broad general curriculum for all
students.lo
Woodward's campaign gained wide support from the ranks of
business. The business community felt that getting job training
in the schools was particularly attractive, especially as unions
began imposing rules on the management of apprenticeships. 1In
the end, vocational education became firmly planted as a central

goal of secondary education, but frequently without Woodward's

vision of blending the manual and the liberal arts.
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With the industrial expansion of America, education
increasingly was valued 1n economic terms. Many students saw the
new vocationalism as a shortcut to better jobs. They turned away
from academic subjects, thus helping to scuttle the 1intended
fusion of intellect and labor. In the end, Woodward himself
appeared to cave in. "By multiplying manual training schools,"”

he said, "we solve the problems of training all the mechanics our

country needs."11

By the turn of the century, the number of high schools had

12 13

with an enrollment of 519,000 students. This

14

grown to 6,000,
represented only about 8.5 percent of the youth group. A still
smaller percentage-6.3 percent—actually graduated (Chart 6).
During this period, presidents of the nation's most prestigious
higher learning institutions were distressed by the uneven
quality of high school education, even though a tiny fraction of
the nation's youth were going on to college. School people, 1n
turn, were upset by the patchwork of college admissions
requirements.

In response, the National Council of Education in 1892
appointed a group of educators, dominated by university
professors and chaired by Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard
University, to clarify the goals of secondary education and
smooth the transition from school to college.

This nationally prestigious body, known as the Committee of Ten,
mapped a core of academic subjects to be studied in the high

school. 1In addition to Latin, Greek, and mathematics, there were the
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"modern subjects" -- English, foreign languages, natural history,
physical science, geography, history, civil government, and political
economy.

The Committee of Ten stressed "mental discipline." All
subjects, the committee said, were to be taught in the same
fashion to all students. There was to be no substantial
difference between education for college and education for
work. Preparation for higher education, the committee argued,
was the best preparation for 11fe.15

Charles W. Eliot put the matter squarely. While rejecting

the notion of universal education, Eliot refused to believe:

...that the American public intends to have
1ts children sorted before their teens 1nto
clerks, watchmakers, lithographers, telegraph
operators, masons, teamsters, farm laborers,
and so forth, and treated differently in their
schools according to these prophecies of their
appropriate life careers. Who are to make
these prophecies? Can parents? Can

teachers?16

Fred and Grace Hechinger have noted the educational and
social signficance of President Eliot's perspective. What was
remarkable at the time -- and important to any understanding of

the complex and controversial issues that continued to dominate
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much of the educational debate of the twentieth century -- was
this Harvard president's belief that there was no 1nherent
contradiction in the establishment of quality controls and the
open democratic soclety.17
With the arrival of waves of new immigrants from Europe, the
mission of public education once again expanded. The nation's
schools were called upon to "Americanize" the new arrivals,
teaching them English, basic lessons 1in health, sanitation,
nutrition, and, most especially, citizenship. One turn-of-the-

century writer vividly described how the public school stood as a

symbol of hope for the new Americans.

At the corner of Catherine and Henry Streets
in New York 1s a large white building that
overlooks and dominates 1ts neighborhood.
Placed in the middle of a region of tawdry
flat houses and dirty streets, 1t stands out
preeminent because of 1ts solid cleanliness
and unpretentiousness. It 1s the home of
Public School No. 1. 1In 1t are centred all
the hopes of the miserably poor polyglot
population of the surrounding district -- for
its pupils the scene of their greatest
interest and endeavor, and for thelr parents

an earnest of the freedom they have come far

and worked hard to attain.18
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In 1913, the National Education Association appoilnted a
blue-ribbon Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary
Education. In a report issued five years later entitled The

Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education, the committee

expanded school purposes to include health, citizenship, and
worthy home-membership. Almost as an afterthought, "command of

fundamental processes" was added to the list. The report said:

Education in a democracy, both within and
without the school, should develop 1in each
individual the knowledge, 1interests, 1deals,
habits, and powers whereby he will find his
place and use that place to shape both himself

and society toward ever nobler ends.19

Early in the twentieth century, secondary schools also felt
the 1mpact of the seminal works of the philosopher John
Dewey.20 Dewey, father of the progressive movement, was alarmed
at the extent to which industrialization and urbanization were
eroding the traditional American institutions -- the home, the

21 Concerned that workers were

community, and the church.
becoming "mere appendages to the machine they operate," Dewey
argued that schools must educate the whole child, filling in
where other institutions failed. He looked to the family as the

model. "What the best and wisest parent wants for his own child,
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that must the community want for all of 1its children.22
Ironically, while there was much talk about "social learning,"
this was also a time of increased differentiation in the schools
by social class.

The progessive movement that had begun with the preceptive
insights of John Dewey soon lost 1its way. Much of the
misinterpretation of Dewey was made by some of his most
enthusiastic supporters, and 1t eventually led to unsound,
careless, and even extreme expressions of educational
philosophy. In 1913, for example, a Los Angeles superintendent
proclaimed: "The principal business of the child 1s to play and
to grow—--not to read, write, spell, and cipher. These are
incidental in importance. If they can be made a part of the
play, 1t is well to use them; 1f not, they should be handled
sparlngly."23

And 1n 1939 Charles Possner, underscoring his belief that
the very usefulness of a subject determines 1its disciplinary
value to the mind, wrote: "On all these counts, business
arithmetic 1s superior to plane or solid geometry; learning ways
of keeping physically fit, to the study of French; learning the
techniques of selecting an occupation, to the study of algebra;
simple science of every day life, to geology; simple business

English to Elizabethan Classics.“24

As Richard Hofstadter put
1t, "The silly season in educational writing had now opened."25
A backlash was 1inevitable. 1Indeed, as early as the late

1920s a movement called "essentialist" education attacked what
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was viewed as the neglect of traditional fields of study, an
overemphasis on social studies, and thoughtless curriculum
revision. The Essentialist Committee for the Advancement of

26 The aim:

American Education presented 1its platform in 1938.
to return school "to the exact and exciting studies," to support
the "mental disciplines," and to save such courses as Latin,
algebra and geometry.

William Chandler Bagley, a professor at Teachers College,

Columbia University, argued for the enduring values:

It 1s true that the world of today 1s a
different world from the world of 1913 and
from the world of 1929...but this does not
mean that everything has changed....The winds
that blow still follow the law of storms:

Huckleberry Finn and Treasure Island still

delight youth; and the Sistine Madonna 1s just

as beautiful as of yore.27

During the depression years, secondary education enrollments
continued to increase. Young people went to school when they
could find nothing else to do. 1In a fascinating description of
schooling during the depression, Tyack and Hansot report that

despite the economic crisis:

School people were adept in publicizing the
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schools and in gaining new money from state
legislatures....And despite grouses about
unnecessary expenditures the public maintained
its historic faith in the value of the common

school and in the dedication of teachers.28

The depression years were productive 1n other ways as
well. In a significant research effort, Ralph W. Tyler led a
study that followed students as they moved through high school
and through college (1933 to 1941). This landmark investigation,
the so-called "eight-year study," demonstrated, among other
things, that course titles did not furnish colleges dependable
information about what was being taught and learned 1in school.29

By 1930 a quiet, yet profound social revolution was
occurring. Total public high school enrollment had swelled to
4.4 million, or 47 percent of the total age group.30 By 1250y 1%
had i1increased to 5.7 million and 67 percent of the age group
(Chart 6).

Soon the majority of America's teenagers were completing
high school (Chart 7). And the last to be included were young

people from minority populations. Cohen and Neufeld, 1in a

perceptive article, describe the revolution this way:

Entrance requirements were changed: The
admissions exams were dropped 1in favor of

simple elementary school completion. This
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marked the beginning of the high school's
transition from an elite to a mass
institution....And 1t marked the beginning of
a long struggle for a new social goal --

universal high school attendance.31

The high school had, in fact, become the people's college.
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CHART 6 Public High School Enrollment, 1900-1981
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SOURCE: 1900 to 1916: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of
the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial
Times to 1970. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1975),
pp. 368-69; 1917 to 1954: Unpublished data, National Center for
Education Statistics; 1955 to 1961: National Center for
Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics: 1966,
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1966), p. 24; 1962 to
1973: Digest of Education Statistics: 1973, p. 31; 1974 to
1981, Digest of Education Statistics: 1982, p. 38.
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CHART 7 Public High School Graduates As A
Percentage Of The 17-Year-01ld Population: 1900-1982
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Arthur E. Bestor, a Professor of History at the University
of Illinois, charged, 1in 1953, that schools, 1in trying to provide
"something for everyone," had provided little for anyone. Bestor
warned that intellectual training for some people, vocational
training and life adjustment for the rest "1s the epitome of a

"32  Rudolph Flesch,

class-structured educational philosophy.
Clifton Fadiman, and Admiral Hyman Rickover soon joined Bestor 1n
the assault.

In a push for excellence to match access, a cadre of
university professors began to design and test new curricula for
the schools. 1In 1956, Jerrold Zacharias, Professor of Physics at
MIT, developed a new curriculum to update the content of high
- physlcs.33 A mathematics project was launched at the
University of Illinois. National curriculum reform projects 1in
biology and English received federal support.

But 1t took Sputnik to push school improvement to the top of
the national agenda. The National Defense Education Act of 1958
provided funds for the improvement of science, mathematics, and
foreign-language teaching. It was subsequently broadened to
include support for the humanities and social scilences as well.
Rigor became the catchword of the day.

Symbolic of the time was the now-famous Conant Report. In
1959, James B. Conant, a scientist and former president of

Harvard, undertook a study of the American high school. 1In his

best-selling book The American High School Today, Conant called

for school consolidation and urged high schools to strengthen
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their curriculum in what were commonly referred to as the "hard"
subjects -- mathematics, science, and foreign 1anguages.34

Soon the nation's schools were caught up 1n yet another
national crusade. Pushed by the historic United States Supreme
Court decision 1in Brown vs. Board of Education (1954), public
education was called upon to serve more equitably the
historically bypassed students -- the poor, the underprivileged,
and the underachieving. Congress and the courts moved,
belatedly, to counter years of scandalous discrimination. Racial
balance and compensatory education became urgent new
priorities. Schools became the battleground for social
justice.

When the Vietnam War sparked student revolt and
confrontation, "relevance" became the new mandate for
education. Colleges dropped requirements and added electives to
meet student interest. High schools followed suit. A new group
of reformers, including James Coleman and John Henry Martin
argued that the road to relevance was beyond the school.3"
Educators were urged to provide more "real life" experiences for
the young -- work-study programs, "action-learning,"
clties—-as-schools, and the like.

Reflecting the spirit of the times, one national panel
proposed, 1in 1973, a cafeteria design for secondary education.
High school alternatives, the panel said, might include
"minischools, schools-without-walls, open schools, alternative

schools, optional programs, internships, parallel courses,
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independent study, free schools, and apprentice and action

w36 Another commission caught the mood. Options for

learning.
students it said, were "limited only by the legitimate needs of
adolescents and the vivacity of the imaginations of

w37

planners. And so the debate over schools persisted.

In 1953, Arthur Bestor wrote: "The 1idea that the school
must undertake to meet every need that some other agency 1s
failing to meet, regardless of the suitability of the schoolroom
to the task, 1s a preposterous delusion that in the end can wreck
the educational system."38

Bestor was almost prophetic. Since the English Classical
School was founded over 150 years ago, high schools have
accumulated purposes like barnacles on a weathered ship. As
school population expanded from a tiny urban minority to almost
all youth, a coherent purpose was hard to find. The nation piled
social policy upon educational policy and all of them on top of
the delusion that a single institution can do it all.

Today's high school is called upon to provide the services
and transmit the values we used to expect from the community and
the home and the church. And 1f they fail anywhere along the
line, they are condemned.

What do Americans want high schools to accomplish? Quite

simply, we want 1t all.
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4

FOUR ESSENTIAL GOALS

A high school, to be effective, must have a clear and vital
mission. Students, teachers, administrators, and parents at the
institution should have a shared vision of what, together, they
are trying to accomplish. But 1s 1t possible to serve all
students and also find a coherent purpose for our schools?

In preparing this report, we looked at the education laws 1n
all fifty states. We discovered a numbing hodgepodge of rules
and regulations. In the State of California the education code
1s four volumes and 3,700 pages long, and in New York 1t takes
five volumes and 4,000 pages to print the education law.

More troublesome are the vague and wide-ranging mandates the
states have imposed on public education. Many of these
requlirements are pushed by special-interest groups. Frequently,
they trivialize the mission of public education and, therefore,
are rarely taken seriously by schools. Here is a sampling of

what state laws say the schools should do.

Idaho: "The school programs shall be organized to
meet the needs of all pupils, the community, and to

fulfill the stated objectives of the school."l
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Mississippi: The purpose of education 1s "to

provide appropriate learning experlences, to
promote the optimum growth and development of youth

and adults throughout 11fe."2

Oregon: "Each individual will have the opportunity
to develop to the best of his or her ability the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to
function as an individual ... a learner ... a
producer ... a citizen ... a consumer ... and a

family member . "3

Maine: The public schools must teach virtue and
morality for not less than one-half hour per
week. This includes "principles of morality and
justice and a sacred regard for truth, love of
country, humanity, a universal benevolence,
sobriety, industry and frugality, chastity,

moderation and temperance, and all other virtues

that ornament human society (emphasis added).4

California: "Each teacher shall endeavor to

impress upon the minds of the pupils the principles
of morality, truth, justice, partiotism, and a true
comprehension of the rights, duties, and dignity of
American citizenship, including kindness toward

domestic pets and the humane treatment of living
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creatures, to teach them to avoid idleness,
profanity, and falsehood, and to instruct them 1in
manners and morals and the principles of a free

government."5

Illnois: All graduates are required by law "to

have had adequate instruction in honesty, Jjustice,

moral courage, humane education, and safety

educatlon.“6

Arizona: A half-unit course 1is required on the

"Essentials and Benefits of the Free Enterprise

System."7

Rhode Island: A unit on Personal and Family

Survival must be "included as part of a related

planned course, to be offered in senior high

school."8

Wisconsin: "Every public school shall provide

instruction in kindness to and the habits,
usefulness, and importance of animals and birds,
and the best methods of protecting, preserving and
caring for all animal and bird life." And in what
can only be described as enthusiastic local
boosterism, Wisconsin also requires that every

public and private elementary and high school give
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instruction in "the true and comparative vitamin
content and food and health values of dairy

products and their importance for human dlet."9

At the district level we found school leadership frequently
preoccupied with administrative procedures. Educational goals
appeared to be of only marginal concern. In one district, for
example, principals were called together by the superintendent to
produce "performance standards" for the year. All schools 1in the

district were expected to accomplish the following objectives:

o Ralse the attendance rate

o Reduce teacher absence to 1.5 days per year
(which, 1ncidentally, was less than the sick
days allowed in the contract)

O Improve parent participatlonlO

We also visited schools that were focused on keeping track
of the "Carnegie units" earned by students rather than the larger
1ssue of what students should be learning. The Carnegie unit was
born about seventy years ago. At that time, there was much
confusion about what a high school transcript meant. "Classics"
could mean Ancilent History twice a week at one high school, or 1it
could mean Latin every day at another.

To rectify the situation, The Carnegie Foundation proposed a
standard unit to measure high school work based on time. A total

of 120 hours 1in one subject -- meeting 4 or 5 times a week, for
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40 to 60 minutes, for 36 to 40 weeks each year —-- earns for the
student one "unit" of high school credit. "The Carnegie unit,"
became a convenient, mechanical way to measure academlc progress
throughout the country. And, to this day, this bookkeeping
device 1s the basis on which the school day, and indeed the
entire curriculum, 1s organized. And, at some schools, adding up
Carnegie units seems to be the maln objective.

Other high schools we visited had written goals. Often they
were vaguely stated, offering little guidance as to what schools
should teach and students learn. They were generally ignored.

At Sands High School, a comprehensive school in the Southeast, we

were handed the teachers' manual, which included seven "goals":

o To provide substantial and varied learning
experiences that will facilitate life 1in a

multi-cultural changing society.

o0 To develop programs that are consistent with

student interest, ability, and potential.

o To encourage each student to know his worth
and to use this sense of worth to productively
participate 1in the school and the larger

community.

O To provide a body of learning that will

encourage the cohesion of the student body.
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o To provide an atmosphere of cooperative

interdependence.

o To encourage the student to understand his

rights and responsibilities.

O To teach skills that will enable the student
to function both effectively and affectively

in a changing society.ll

At Prairie View, a small high school on the western plains,

we found this so-called "Statement of Objectives":

The Prairie View Public School 1is vitally
aware that the school of today 1is the school
of the people 1t serves. The school provides
educators who are knowledgeable 1n their
subject matter and who are dedicated to

serving all students and their needs.12

When we asked teachers, principals, and students about
school goals, their response frequently was one of uncertainty,
amusement, or surprise. "What do you mean?" "Goals for what?"
Some teachers just smiled. Others apologized for not knowing.
Some referred us to the teachers' manual. One faculty member
told us he thought goals and objectives were something "to be

learned 1in teacher education courses and then forgotten."
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Another put 1t more bluntly, "If we had goals, we wouldn't follow
them anyway."

When school people did talk to us about objectives, comments
differed sharply from group to group. Students said they wanted
to "get out," "be with friends," "get into a good college," "pass
the competency exam," "get a job." Others were more cynical:
"The school 1is here to keep you off the street and out of trouble
until you're old enough to get out there and deal with 1t."

The principals we talked with spoke of other aims: "develop
school spirit," "graduate as many students as possible," "help
students pass the state-required exams," "improve relations
between different races," "maintain order," "build a sense of
community," "improve students' opportunities 1in life,"
"successfully mainstream handicapped students."

In one large urban academic school, however, we met a
principal who had a special vision of what he was trying to

accomplish. In his words:

I have a dream for the school and for what
goes on 1in the classroom. I'd like every
teacher to focus on problem-solving, to make
the process of learning -- not factual recall
-— the center of instruction. I'd like us to

challenge our students to thlnk.13

Teachers, on the other hand, spoke frequently about

preparing kids to get into a "good" college. Many teachers we
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talked with shared deeply their students' concerns about "getting
good grades" and "getting into an Ivy League 1institution or to
the prestigious state university." These same teachers also
expressed nagging doubts about the pressure. As one put it, "All
middle-class kids here want to go to college, and 1t's what their
parents want for them, whether or not they have the ability.
Many of them frankly don't have it. But 1f they don't get 1into
college, then we feel we've failed."14

Vocational education teachers, on the other hand, said their
goal was to "help the kids get jobs." The measure of their
success was job placement. The depressed economy seemed to have
many teachers worried. As one business education instructor put
1t: "It's our job to prepare students for jobs. But 1f there
aren't any jobs for them when they graduate, i1f they wind up on
unemployment, then what have we accomplished? What are we doing
here?" 15

A few teachers had distressingly low aspirations for their

students. One admitted:

Our goal 1s to get our students so that they
can function adequately 1in blue collar
society. You wouldn't write that down and 1t
would be real embarrassing 1f someone from the
University saw 1t written, but our goal 1s to
get these kids to be like their parents.

We're not really satisfied with their

aspirations, but that's our goal.16
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Sti1ill another put 1t this way:

The goal, I guess, 1s to keep things quiet and
have kids come to school and get their ADA
(Average Daily Attendance)... have a good team
(whatever sport we're doing)... and to get

through the year.17

Not surprisingly, many teachers we met were often confused
about new demands confronted by the school. One high school

teacher said:

We no longer are expected to just teach a
subject. We have to be psychiatrists. We have
to take care of the drug problems. Too many
demands are being placed on the school by the

state.lB

Another agreed:

We are called upon to act on behalf of many
social agencies. We are taking care of human
problems every single minute. Just where

education fits into that 1s a very difficult

thlng.19
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After visiting schools from coast to coast, we are left with
the distinct impression that high schools lack a clear and vital
mission. They are unable to find common purposes or establish
educational priorities that are widely shared. They seem unable
to put 1t all together. The institution 1s adrift.

We recommend that every high school have clearly stated
goals and purposes that are understood and supported by the
students, teachers, administrators, and parents of the
institution. But where do we begin? Do we reach back to the
Latin Grammar School, to prepare young men —-- and women -- for
Harvard and Yale, or for one of three thousand other colleges and
universities? Do we recapture the vision of Calvin Woodward, to
prepare young people more effectively for the work place? Do we
follow the Americanizing impulses of the new immigrations? Or
should high schools continue to take over the work of other
troubled institutions -- the family, the neighborhood, the
church?

Garfield High School seems to have found the answer.
Garfield 1s a comprehensive high school in the middle of one of
the largest and most distressed citles in the United States. It
has a student body of 2000 students, 80 percent of whom are black
or Hispanic. Most students live in a high-rise, public housing
project.

Just a few blocks north of Garfield, the black and white

neighborhoods are not integrated. A few blocks south the
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neighborhood 1is all black: middle class, poor, and rich, an
integration of class but not race. A half mile west, the
community 1s depressed and dangerous; no place for strangers.

According to its thirteen-year record, Garfield 1s one of
the best high schools in the city. A tradition of success 1s
suggested by high SAT scores and placement of 1ts students 1into
top-flight colleges; daily attendance rates of 96 percent; a
student newspaper that wins national awards; and a mathematics
team that, in the words of the students, "beats the pants off"
the suburban teams.

Garfield's success 1s reinforced by students who consider
the school a special place, by parents who are deeply 1involved
school affairs, and by a staff who say it is "one of the few
schools 1n the city where teachers work with students and care
about learning." One parent caught the spirit we felt at

Garfield when she said:

You know why I like Garfield? It 1s a no
nonsense school. Teachers expect the child to
work here, and more than that, they care about
your child. My daughter's music teacher, for
example, checks up on how she 1s doing 1in her
other courses. Yesterday, before the first
grading period, I decided to call all my
daughter's teachers and they were all
avallable. 1It's not that my daughter 1s that

good 1in class, always; she has had some trouble

in
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in school. But the troubles have always been
able to be worked out because the teachers can
explain what they are doing and because they
obviously care. As a parent you know something
is right when your daughter 1s getting up early
and getting you up early so she can get to
school. Before Garfield, I had trouble getting

her out of bed, now she gets me up.20

Classes are focused and challenging at Garfield High. 1In a
mathematics class, we heard students ask questions like "What
does X to the two-thirds power plus Y to the two-thirds power
minus one look like?" The teacher in a physics class was heard
saying: "You have been told the initial velocity and the rate of
acceleration, that it is constant, and the time of the
acceleration. Write an equation to tell us how far the object
has traveled." 1In an English class, students were discussing
their favorite poets; in a social studies class, a new city law
was being skillfully critiqued.

Near the end of a busy day at Garfield High, we chatted
briefly with a middle-aged science teacher in the hall. When
asked to comment on her own experience, she spoke easily of her

feelings:

You know, I think Garfield 1s the best an
inner city school can be. Not that the staff

or the circumstances are perfect; in fact, I'm
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sure the staff was better eight years ago,
when I first came to Garfield. I never saw
such professionals, such smart people, 1in my
life as when I arrived here! Of course, many
of those have left; a few have stayed and a
few new ones have kept Garfield going. When
you think about 1it, this school 1is
resilient. I don't know why exactly, except
1t must be many things together -- the
parents, the kids, the teachers, the
administration, the tradition. Yes,
"resilient" 1is the best word to describe

Garfield today.21

Garfield 1is not trouble-free. One student complained to us
about "too much pressure." A mother said, "There 1s no social
program for white students at the school. They are intensely
conscious of being 1n a minority, a new experlence." Another
mother reported: "One of the greatest problems at Garfield 1is
people's perception of the security problem. Lots of people are
antsy because they think 1t's dangerous." Teachers talk about a
shortage of supplies and complicated student scheduling that
takes hours of their time.

Still, Garfield 1is a school that works. There 1s a shared
sense of mission. People know where they are going. What
happens there matches well-understood objectives. When we talked

to Garfield parents, teachers and students, the following
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purposes emerged. First, develop critical thinking; second,
prepare students for further education; third, 1increase students'
career options; and fourth, build a spirit of community and
service.

One faculty member spoke movingly, even eloquently, about
the need to preserve the value of the common culture, to broaden
the horizons of the students to arouse thelr curiosity, and to

teach them to think critically. 1In his words:

First, we have to teach students what I'll
call survival skills; 1in other words, the
basics. These are absolutes, for any further
learning 1s i1mpossible without them. But
beyond those survival skills, there 1s a
cultural and ethical body that binds us all.

A culture requires that this body of knowledge
be taught, 1f i1t's going to survive.

Remember, Yeats in one of his poems warned us
that a society must not disintegrate into
randomness. I think the schools have a
critical role to play in seeing that that
doesn't happen. We need to put students 1in
touch with knowledge 1n a coherent way so that

they are contributing members of a common

culture.22
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High schools to be effective must have a sense of purpose,
with teachers, students, administrators, and parents sharing a
vision of what they are trying to accomplish. The vision must be
larger than a single class in a single day. It must go beyond
keeping students in school and out of trouble, and be more
significant than adding up the Carnegie units the student has
completed.

We propose four essential goals and the ways these goals can

be achieved.

First, the high school should help all students
develop the capacity to think critically and
communicate effectively through a mastery of

language.

Second, the high school should help all students
learn about themselves, the human heritage, and
the interdependent world in which they live
through a core curriculum based upon
consequential human experiences common to all

people.

Third, the high school should prepare all
students for work and further education through
a program of electives that develop individual

aptitudes and interests.
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Fourth, the high school should help all students
fulfi1ll their social and civic obligations

through school and community service.

Today, many proposals for school reform are heatedly
debated. But, unguided by a larger vision, they amount to little
more than tinkering with an elaborate and complex system. What
1s needed -- and what we believe these four goals constitute --
1s a clear and coherent vision of what the nation's high schools

should be seeking to accomplish.
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5

SOMETHING FOR EVERYONE

June 1983. The Ridgefield High School gym 1s overflowing.
Families crowd the bleachers. The faculty have assembled. More
than 230 seniors, 1in caps and gowns, are handed their diplomas.
What do those diplomas represent?
About 45 percent of Ridgefield seniors receive what school
officials there call a reqular diploma, with minimum

requirements. Another 45 percent are given a comprehensive

diploma, 1indicating completion of the minimum course requlrements
plus a cumulative grade point average of C or better. The
remaining 10 percent of Ridgefield's 1983 graduates are handed

what 1s called a college preparatory diploma, recognition for

meeting minimum requlrements plus additional academic courses

with an average grade of E,l
All Ridgefield students, regardless of diploma, complete a

minimum of 21 units -- academic credits -- for graduation. About

half (]J%Q are required, the rest are elective. Here 1s the

required core:

o Communications (English, literature, speech), 3 units

o Social studies (United States and world history), 2 units

o Mathematics, 1 unit
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o Science, 1 unit

o Fine arts, 1 unit

o Physical education, 2 units

o) Practical studies (home economics, shop), 1 unit

o Typling, ]/2 unit

Curriculum requirements at Ridgefield are typical of the
pattern nationwide. Most students who graduate from an American
high school today complete at least three years of English, two
years of social studies, two years of math, one-plus years of
science, two years of physical education or health, plus a
smattering of local requirements and five or more electives. 2

At last count, 42 states dictated one or more specific
courses for high school graduation (Table 9). Most frequently
mandated was a social studies course, usually United States
history (42 states); followed by English (39 states). Scilence
(37 states) and mathematics (34 states) came in third and fourth

respectively. Significantly, fewer states mandated requirements

in core subjects (except for science) 1in 1980 than in 1972.
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TABLE 8 Number of States Requiring
Selected Subjects For High School Graduation,
1972 and 1980

Number of States
Requiring Core Subjects

Core Subjects 1972 1980 Change
Social Studies 44 42 -
English 42 39 -3
Science 34 37 +3
Mathematics 36 34 =2
Physical Education/Health 32 32 +0

SOURCE: State Graduation Requirements, National Education
Association Research Service, May 1972; State Mandated Graduation
Requirements, 1980, National Association of Secondary School
Principals, 1980.

Of the eight states not requiring core subjects for
graduation, two (Nebraska and Vermont) designated the total
number of units to be completed but did not identify specific
courses. Six (California, Colorado, Connecticut, Florida,
Massachusetts, Wisconsin) had no statewide requirements. In

these states, all graduation requirements were set at the local

level.
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While the number of states requiring core subjects declined
between 1972 and 1980, the number of state-mandated units 1in core
subjects rose slightly (except for social studies) during this
same period (Table 10). State requirements in physical education
and health rose more than those in the traditional academic
subjects, but the greatest increase was 1n electives or a
category designated "other." 1In this case, states left specific

course decisions up to the local districts.
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TABLE 9 Average Number of Academic Units (Years)
Mandated by the States 1in Selected Subjects
1972-1980 (4 Year High Schools)

Average number of academic units (years)

Subjects 1972 1980 Change
English 3.48 3.53 +.05
Social Studies 2.14 2.05 w09
Mathematics 1.22 1.28 +.06
Science 1.22 1.24 +.02
Physical Education/Health 131 1.38 +.07
Electives/Other 7.34 8.02 +.68

SOURCE: State Graduation Requirements, National Education
Association Research Service, May 1972; State Mandated
Graduation Requirements, 1980, National Association of
Secondary School Principals, 1980.

This trend toward more "nonacademic" enrollments was
confirmed 1n a United States Department of Education study of
more than six thousand high school transcripts covering course
enrollments from 1964 to 1980. The report concludes: "There
seems to have been a systematic devaluation of academic (and some

vocational) courses 1n American high schools." While the number
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of required courses increased 1in the 1970s, students in 1980 were
st1ll spending less time 1n academic subjects and more time 1n
courses that might be described as "personal service and social

development."3
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TABLE 10. Subjects Taught by Secondary School Teachers, 1966-1981

Percentage of Teachers in Subject

Subject 1966 1971 1976 1981
Agriculture 1.6 0.6 0.6 1.1
Art 2.0 3:7 2.4 3.1
Business education 7.0 5.9 4.6 6.2
English 18.1 20.4 19.9 23.8
Foreign Languages 6.4 4.8 4.2 2.8
Health and physical education 6.9 8.3 7.9 6.5
Home economics 5.9 5.1 2.8 3.6
Industrial arts 5.1 4.1 3.9 5.2
Mathematics 13.1 14.4 18.2 15.3
Science 10.8 10.6 13.1 12.1
Social studies 15.3 14.0 12.4 11.2
Music 4.7 3.8 3.0 Jad
Special education 0.4 Lol 3.0 2.1
Driver education n.a 0.7 0.7 1.3
Vocational education n.a 2.1 8«3 L:3
Other 0.0 0.3 0.0 0.7
Number reporting 1,088 707 670 614

SOURCE: National Education Association. Status of the American

Public School Teacher, 1980-81 (Washington, D.C.: 1982), p. 39.
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During the fifteen-year period covered by this study, the

ten courses that demonstrated the most growth were:

Physical education

Music performance

Remedial English

Driver education

Cooperative education

Health and physical education
Distributive education

General shop

Training for marriage/adulthood

Vocational home economics

What about teacher loads? While enrollments have shifted,
the distribution of teachers among school subjects has remained
relatively stable over the past 15 years (1966-1981). 1In 1981,
the largest percentages of high school teachers continued to be
in English (up from 18 percent to 24 percent; mathematics, up
from 13 to 15 percent; science, up from 11 to 12 percent; and
social studies, down from 15 to 11 percent (Table 10). While
lncreases are very small, the percentages of teachers 1in these
other fields also have increased: art, industrial arts, special
education, and driver education.

During our own field work, we sampled 700 transcripts at six
comprehensive high schools to observe more directly how student

enrollment patterns changed during the 1970s. We checked
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enrollments in the four traditional academic subjects (English,
social studies, math, and science) at three separate intervals:
1970, 1975, 1981* (Table 11). On average, students 1in our sample
had completed about four years of English, more than three years
of social studies, slightly more than two years of science, and
about two and one-half years of mathematics.

We also found, however, that the average number of units
taken 1in the four academic fields declined between 1970 and
1981. In English, for example, the number of units completed
dropped only slightly, from 4.0 to 3.9. 1In social studies, the
decline was from 3.5 to 3.3. In mathematics, there was a
downswing between 1970 and 1975 (2.5 to 2.2), followed by an
upswing between 1976 and 1981 (2.2 to 2.4).

The amount of science taken by students went down during the
1970s, dropping from 2.6 units (about two and one half years) to
2.1 units (about two years). Translated into specific courses,
this meant, for most students, a freshman-year general science
course plus tenth- grade biology. Our survey of transcripts also
revealed that males consistently were taking more science than

females.

*Transcripts were examined in conjunction with descriptive
course catalogues provided by the schools.
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TABLE 1l: Average Number of Academic Units (Years)
Completed 1n Core Subjects

Average number of
academic units (years) completed

Core Subjects 1970 1975 1981
English 4.0 3.9 3.9
Social Studies 3.5 3.8 3.3
Math 2.5 2.2 2.4
Sclence 2.6 2.6 2.1

SOURCE: Carnegie Foundation analysis of 700 student transcripts
at six comprehensive high schools.

If we look beyond the traditional subjects, what other
courses are mandated either at state or local levels? Certainly
driver education. At least two states, Alabama and South Dakota,
require all high schools to offer the course. 1In other states,
1t 1s often mandated locally. Mandated or not, the vast majority
of schools do provide driver education, and a high proportion of
students take 1t -—- sometimes for graduation credit, more often
for the insurance benefits associated with the resulting
certificate.

Consumer education, career development, and practical arts
have also made their way into a growing number of graduation
requirements. Several states now require a course in the "free
enterprise system" as part of a civics course or separately as
economics. State history and/or government 1is commonly required

or strongly recommended by the states.
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A smattering of other topics are also required by state law
(see Chapter 4). They range from "the value of dairy products"
(Wisconsin) to "kindness to domestic pets" (California and
others). State requirements such as these are rarely converted
into separate courses; more frequently they are downplayed or
ignored.

As reported, thirty-two states in 1980 mandated physical
education as a requirement for graduation. Even when physical
education 1s not required by the state, local districts usually
mandate one or more years of physical activity for all
students. Instruction 1in health, with particular attention to
drug and alcohol abuse, frequently 1s 1included.

Foreign language, a matter we discuss more fully later on,
1s currently not required by any state and 1t appears only
occasionally as a requirement at the local level. Currently,
only about 15 percent of high school students are enrolled 1in
foreign- language study.4

State-mandated graduation requirements keep changing.
Recently, Rhode Island added a requirement 1n consumer

5

education. Beginning with the class entering in the fall of

1980, students 1in Georgia are required to complete 20 units for
graduation, up from 18 1in 1972.6
In Florida, the Governor's Commission on Secondary Schools
has recommended minimum graduation standards that would include
three years of math, three of science and three of history and

social science -- requirements considerably above the national

7
average. Maine, Ohio, and Arizona have also considered
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proposals to increase state—-imposed requirements for
graduatlon.8

In the spring of 1983 a panel named by the Secretary of
Education, The National Commission on Excellence 1in Education,
called for "The New Basics." They would include four years of
English, three years of mathematics, three years of scilence,
three years of social studies, and one-half year of computer
science.9 For the first time, a national panel proposed a common
curriculum for all schools.

What about electives?

Typically, about 55 percent of the students' four-year
program 1s taken up with required courses, leaving eight to ten
units for electives. This split between a "restricted" and an
"open" curriculum reflects the continuing debate about how best
to educate a large and diverse group of students. Should we tilt
in the direction of an essential core or of student choice? The
principal of a huge urban high school with 6,000 students

vigorously stated the case for more electives.

Sure we have a smorgasbord of electives, but
1t's essential. Our students range from
National Merit winners to kids who can hardly
read and write. Some go to Harvard and others
are mechanics. 1It's just crazy to think that

one curriculum can serve them all.10
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In Illinois, a total of 2,100 separate courses were beilng
offered by 741 high schools that were sampled in 1977. Most

11

courses were 1in nonacademic fields. In another state, the

principal at a large metropolitan high school where 165 different
courses were offered told us: "We have courses here for every

interest and ability and skill. There is something for

everyone."12

At the fifteen high schools we visited, the number of
electives ranged from 23 to 296. Brette High School, an urban,
academic school on the West Coast, has twenty courses 1in
literature; fourteen in media (cinematography, drama, journalism,
linguistics, mass media, public speaking, communications, and
speed reading); five 1n composition; eight 1n sophomore-junior
honors subjects, 1including The Adolescent 1in Literature, From
Beowulf to Virginia Woolf, The Knight in Not-So-Shining Armour,
and Continental therature.13

At a suburban high school on the West Coast we found 247
curriculum choices, ranging from Shakespeare and Advanced
Chemistry to Consumer Auto, Tots and Toddlers, Wilderness
Survival, Gourmet Culsine, Money Management, Baja Whalewatch,
Office Assistant, and Bowling.14

At Rosemont High, 1n the Northeast -- another top notch
academic school -- the electives seem endless and the
possibilities almost overwhelming. Twenty-three pages of the
catalogue are devoted to career education, with courses 1n

Accounting, Early Childhood Education, Food Services, Medical

Careers, and Industrial Education. The foreign-language
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department has twenty-one pages 1in the catalogue, with courses
ranging from Russian to Italian. The social studies department
has fourteen pages, with such offerings as Women 1in Society and
Afro-American History. The visual arts curriculum 1includes
drawing, palnting, sculpture, printing, ceramlics, cartooning,
film making and photography.15

Rosemont faculty express mixed feelings about curriculum
proliferation, which began 1in the mid-sixtles. Some view 1t as a
worthy attempt "to respond to the diversity of students." Others
see 1t as "a retreat from academic excellence." Still others see
the thick catalogue as evidence of the school's unclear goals,
and of an "unwillingness to decide what 1s most important."

In a nationwide survey, the number of seniors who feel high
schools should place more emphasis on basic academic subjects has
been growing -- from 47 percent in 1972 to 67 percent 1in

1980.1°

Very often, however, we found that i1t was the
academically outstanding schools that had the most electives,
offering students a wide variety of upper-level courses for
enrichment. The 1ssue 1s not the number of electives -- the so-
called smorgasboard -- but rather whether the school offers a
solid academic core and whether students choose electives wisely.
How do students decide what they should and should not
take? The answer: they do 1t casually, with little guidance.
Small wonder. Guidance i1n most high scheols 1is inadequate. On
the average, each high school counselor must advise about 320

students,l7 helping them select programs, deal with personal

problems, f£i1ill out forms and questionnaires, and choose college

or jobs.
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When students are asked to name the people who help them
most 1in planning their academic programs, guidance counselors and

teachers fall well behind mothers and peers (Table 12).

TABLE 12 Sources of Curriculum Counseling

Question: How much have you talked to the following people about
planning your school program?

Great Deal Somewhat Seldom

Soph. Sr. Soph. Sr. Soph. Sr.
Mother 38 45 50 43 13 12
Father 22 38 51 42 28 20
Peers 34 26 52 50 13 23
Teachers 5 15 34 43 61 42
Guidance counselor 7 11 41 39 51 50

SOURCE: High School and Beyond, 1980. Public schools only,
10 percent sample. Totals may not equal 100 percent owing to
rounding.

Curriculum decisions are shaped most decisively perhaps by
the program or "track" in which a student 1s enrolled --
academic, vocational, or general. At comprehensive high schools,
the academic program 1is considered the most rigorous; 1t contalns
the greatest number of so-called "solids,"* and the aim is to

prepare students for further education.

*
"Sgllds“ are usually defined as the traditional academic
subjects -- English, mathematics, science, and foreign language.
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The general program 1s more open-ended, with few academic
courses and great opportunity for electives. Significantly, the
percentage of students on the "general track" jumped from 12
percent 1n the late 1960s to 42.5 percent 1in the late 19705.18
At least two reasons are cited for this shift: First, a variety
of "more attractive" courses were added to the curriculum,
drawing students away from traditional academic subjects.
Second, entrance requirements at many four-year colleges were
lowered, and attendance increased at community colleges, where
there were few, 1f any, requirements for admission. Thus,
students soon discovered that even with a "general" course of
study they could gain admission to all but the most highly

selective higher-learning institutions.

The vocational track 1is for students who plan to join the

work force after graduation. Most vocational students complete a
core of academic requirements, but they also are expected to
complete about five or six job-related courses. About 11 percent
of all high school students concentrate -- take Si1X or more units
-+ in voeational education.l> However, as we noted earlier, more
than three-fourths of all students take at least one vocational

course as an elective -- typing or introductory shop, perhaps.

Vocational courses are usually grouped i1nto categories:

Agriculture
Distribution and marketing

Health

Business and office occupations
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Industrial arts
Trades and industry

Consumer and homemaking

One of these categories, trades and industry, 1s dominated
by males. The other, business and office programs, enrolls
mostly females. These two programs make up more than 50 percent
of all vocational education enrollments.20

Daniel and Lauren Resnick, 1n a penetrating analysis of the

influence of tracking on curriculum patterns, observed:

...we have, but often fail to admit that we
have, several different curriculum standards
1n operation simultaneously 1in our schools.
Although everyone 1s expected to complete high
school and to offer the prerequisite work of
Carnegie units 1in order to recelive a diploma,
we have several different tracks or programs
that students may follow -- each with a
different set of requirements...Under these
conditions there 1s no sensible way to address
the question of curriculum standard in

general.21

To take a closer look at the "different curriculum
standards," about which the Resnicks write, we randomly chose the

transcripts of three students who, in 1981, graduated from three
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widely differing schools. We analyze these transcripts here, not
because they are representative of all programs, but because they
reveal how sharply a high school education may differ from one
student to another.

Predictably, all three transcripts had a core of courses:
English or literature, science, mathematics, and social
studies. But, even within these traditional subjects, course
titles varied greatly. For example, 1in the freshman year, two
students took English 9, while the third took Basic
Communications. In mathematics, one student took Algebra 1,
another took Pre-Algebra followed by Basic Algebra; the third
enrolled in High School Math during the sophomore year.

Variations and paradoxes 1ncrease as one examlines the

transcripts more closely.

Transcript for Graduate A

Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12

English Myths and Folklore American Authors Advanced Math 1
Algebra 1 Algebra 2 Geometry Chemistry 1
Physical Science Physical Science 2 Biology 1 Biology 2
Industrial Arts Urban Studies U.S. History Sociology

General Office Science Fiction Metal Technology Accounting 1
Physical Ed. Driver Education Typing 1 Technical Drafting 1

Power Trades 1

This student took five science and four mathematics courses,

U.S. History, three literature courses -- Myths and Folklore,
Science Fiction, and American Authors -- and two social science
courses —-- Urban Studies and Sociology. During the senior year

the student had a full academic load. One assumes he or she 1s

college bound. Yet there 1is no foreign language on the
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transcript and there are six vocational electives -- including

metal technology, technical drafting, and power tools.

Grade 9

Basic Communi-
cations
Amerilcan History
Pre-Algebra
Physical Science
Vocational
Homemaking
Typing 1
Mixed Glee Club
Physical Ed.
Introduction to
Business

Transcript for Graduate B

Grade 10

Language Analysis

World History

Basic Algebra

Creative
Communications

Child Development

Record keeping

Ceramics 1

Glee Club

Driver Education

Grade 11

Types of Literature
Psychology 1
Consumer Economics
Accounting

Choir

Physical Ed.
Teachers Aide

Grade 12

Family Relations
Foods 1

Concert Choir
Cadet Teacher

Graduate B took only one science course, Physical Science,

and two math courses Pre-Algebra and Basic Algebra.

The student

also took three English courses -- Basic Communications, Creative

Communications,

and Language Analysis —-- but only one literature

course, Types of Literature.

The last two years were filled with

Choir, Family Relations, Psychology, Consumer Economics. Note

also that 1in the senior year this student took no academic

courses.

Interestingly,

the student did take courses labeled

Teacher's Aide, Child Development, and Cadet Teacher, suggesting

he or she would like to be a teacher.

At the same time, there 1is

a heavy component of "practical" courses -- Vocational

Homemaking, Introduction to Business, Accounting, Record Keeping

== Suggesting an 1interest 1in other vocations.

language.

Again, no foreign
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Grade 9 Grade 10 Grade 11 Grade 12
English 9 English 10 American Literature Composition
World History High School Math Composition English 10
Psychology Basic Science U.S. History American Literature
Horticulture Health Auto Mechanics 1 Values
Photography Guidance Metals 1 Team Sports
Woodshop Team Sports Team Sports Soccer
Driver Education Driver Training Health Guitar 1

Graphic Arts 1

Architectural

Drafting 1
Service

The transcript for graduate C presents still a different

picture. Again the student shopped around: Horticulture,
Photography, Woodshop, Auto Mechanics, Graphic Arts,
Architectural Drafting. This student had only one mathematics
course, something called High School Math, and one science
course, Basic Science. In the freshman year, out of seven
courses taken, four were in areas of "personal 1interest" --
Horticulture, Photography, and the like. The sophomore year
shows only three academic courses -- English 10, Basic Science
and High School Math. The trend continues. During the junior
and senior years, the student was very busy taking Team Sports,
Graphic Arts, Auto Mechanics, and Guitar. Again, no foreign

language. Again no clear pattern.

Where, then, 1s the pattern?

During the past two years we have heard much talk about
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raising academic standards, 1improving test scores, lengthening
the school year. Many school people seem more concerned about
how long students stay in school than they are about what
students should know when they depart. We also have heard talk
about adding another unit of science, another unit of math, or
another unit of English to the required core, but we have heard
little about the content of a high sch<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>