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CURRTCULUM POLITICS: APPROACHING 1984%

Robert E. Felr*x

t

1984, A year pregnant with meaning—-different me aj ings in different
contexts. For:our purposes; howevtr 1984 1s an electibn year; the first in
some timé in which education is a real and significant issue. Across the

- various proposals to reform the schools. Regardless of whether educators

approve or disapprove of the "politicization" of their field; the fact is that
educational reform will ;grow largely out out of economic and socio- political
considerations external to the schools themselves., : ;

considerations-—the context of”education reford, with particular attention to
the establishment and reform of curriculum policy at the state level.

- : A
) So that we are looking at the same phenomena. this paper takes curriculum-
to be that set of goal- directed strategies, activities, and materials which_
schools employ, to instruct students; it takes policy to be communicated deci-
sions about institutional directions' and it takes politics to be the .

1

Education in the United States was not designed to be an institution apart
f???,the largericommunity, but was established rather to serve ecpnomic and
soctat functions perceived as important by the teaders of the col ialrsociety

(Cremin, 1970) Whether one views the. schools benignity as mirroring and

preparing young people to enter society, -as, do most mainstream: educationai

" histortans; or as limtting and stunting the growth 'of students in an effort to

e

r'gogernment in general. Among the major goals of education reformers in_ the
rearly years of the century-—aside from curriculum reform itself—-were the

reconstruct soctal inequality (e:g:; Appile; 1982); the schools nonetheless do
serve the'larger soéiéty in ﬁﬁiéﬁ they are embedded: :

ing young- people ‘for citizenship. The ir job was to develop a rational
turrictilum based empiritally on what :Lults needed to know to succeedgin
society (Reid, 1975). This approach to curriculum reform mirrored efforts-to
reform the structure and,maﬁégémént of the schools and of state and local

localrwardrboss control ofrthe schools, development ofrnonpartisangat large
elections’ (for school boards and local governments, albelt separate elections

‘American Educational Research Association, New Orleans, 1984

-
**Robert E Feir is speciai assistant for legisitative services in €he

Pennsylvania Department of Education and has served as a curricutum deveiop-

ment coordinator for a schootl district in Rhode Istand. This paper is in no’

way intended to represent the Pennsylvania Department of Education or ‘the
Secrétary of Education and 1s the author's work solely.

-




\ .
. P - .
v . L

for the two), smaltier schootl bééf&é, and increased proﬁessionalization of

school disgrict managemeht (Scribmer ‘and Engtert; 1977). Who were sthese early

rcformersV They were educators,; business people; and professionals, and their

stress on expertise, professiondlization, efficiency; and nonpolitical control

Englert,
p- 218)

apolitical education has gone long unchallenged. Both tﬁose who practice and
those who study it have: endorsed the separation of curriculum i8sues from
ordinary political processes" (Wirt and Kirst, 1972 p. 2025.

As Amerécan society grew rapidly more complex in the 19309, the rational

curr1cu1um model of the preceding years gaye way in part to progressivism,'with
"""" but rather to

deal with a society in flux (Reid, 19750’ .To some dégree, this shift, based

largely on changing perceptions of social need, grew also out of a shift among

curriculum developers from emphasizing subject matter as the main source of

curriculym objectives to emphasizing the tearner as the primary source (Tanmer

and Tanner; 1975) | fa

. e

Through the first half of the century, schools in the United States

undertook a variety of tasks required by the economy or changing political

factors: During the great waves of immigration, particularly among

non English—speaking people, the schools introduced Amef%kanization programs.;
totalitarianism with

programs stressing the values of dempcratic life, during the Second World War,

=the schools introduced manpower training programs to ease the war- induced

wRaupover shortage (Wirt and Kirst, 1972).

: The post Sputnik era of the late 1950s and early 1960s ‘saw - -a partial i
return to the rationalism of \the pre-progressive years, along with an emphasis
on higher standards for students through a more demanding curriculum (Reid,

1975). Ravitch (1983) has\pointed out that much of the cutrriculum reform in
the post- Sptiitnik years grew from the federal government's concern about the
need for improved technicsl skills 1in society. Unlike curriculum change that
occurs slowly, incrementally, eviery day in schools, universities, and reqearch_

-institutes across the country, the response to Sputnik was public, rapid, and
consistent. "The critical faétor in the climate of opinion which led to the
resurgence of the rational model was that the demand for curriculum renewal

Iose from general public concern, and not merely from ‘trends in the priyate
world o%athe educator.}; .," (Reid, 1975 p. 42) While: theireformieffort

a shift from the learner as source of curricatum goals to the targer

s the primary source (Tanner and Tanner, 1975); the endiresnlt of the

2 Soc1ety
¢ neq curricula in mathematics, the physical, natural, and_-social sciences was a

reémphasis of subject matter as the. .primary source (Eisner, 1971)

Fy

| |
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The larger society as a principal " source of curriculum objectives was to"

reemerge in the late 1960s and 1970s; as schools and~colleges responded to the -

seemingly cataclysmic changes arising from movements wi

ntheir roots in the
civil rights struggles ‘of blacks and from reactions to the Vietnam War.
(Ravitch; 1983):  These movements were too disparate; and ultimately too weak
politically to result in overall long term Curricular changes. In time, __
society s dominant elements would redefine curriculum reform in more tradi="

tional ways; as we are seeing today. i {

. Wuch of the curriculum reform of\the past three-quarters of a centuty has,

been shown, hopefully, to have grown directly or 1q§}réc31y out of various
s resulted in «he kind of

.always been' good for students\or schools (Ravitch '1983). Tanner and Tarner
{1975) summarize this position

>

' undertaken a expedient qnd opportunistic responses to the s

dominant soc opolitical forces rather thagestemming from a

-l

v consensual reactions to‘emerging crises: The ¢ nsequence of 57

this is that'the gap between theoxy and practice Brows even -

" wider ds innovations and reform measures are adopteﬁ, modi-
fied, discarded and‘rediscoVered ;oo (ps 53):

ﬂ

This v1ew that curriculum reform should,ior can; grow out of "sound theory and

conceptual researchf rathcr than "dominant sociopolttical forces,;" is a moderr

day reflection of the myth of education as - apolitical, referred to above.

Y "

But this myth has another side. According to ‘Tannaccone (1967) the
myth Eaél_ S 7
: + : two potential dangers: (l) an implicit rejection of
~thé mainstream of the American political system. itself ,and

echoes of their own volces . . .. (p. 8).

If this disagreement were merely one of values, it would be serious

are or can be apolitical is particularly troubling in light of the historical
_evidence to the contrary. It is also of comncern because education profession-

those who are satisfied with the development of curriculum approaches, materi-

als, etc. ) would be more effective by disavowing the myth: As Reid and Walker

(1975) see it: “ : .

the more we insist that curriculum plannrng is rational :.

and ot political . - : the more certain we make it that the .

- - _-T-T- = ___ 7= -~

end of our endeavors will bear little;resemblance to the high

[
w
i
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hopes with which we began:. . : ;: part of the answerwisito

make sure that curriculum planning is itself to a. degree
political thereby preventing it from being subject to an

problems. This can be seen in most of the curriculum texts which most profes-_
sional educators read in graduate school (Kirst and Walﬁ%r, 1971) _ However, if

than effective (Scribner and Englert, 1977).

The next éection of this paper,is dééignéd to ékaﬁiﬁé”thé_éducatioﬁ policy
system and its political bases, with a particular concern for recent efforts at
curriculum reform As a field of study and,research, educational politics is

‘not very deep,rin large part because of the—pervasiveness until recently of the

Scribner and Englert (1977) have developed a conceptual framework based upon
. systems theory and- allocative theory. Systems theory envisions the’ political

process. as allocating resources (values) by transforming inputs, consisting of

demands on and supports of the system, from the larger social setting (the

environment) into.policies (outputs); which engender new supports and elicit

new demands (feedback). 4Allocative theory is based largely on the distribution

of influence within the system, with influence being dependent upon the posses—

ing political power in education. general systems theory, class structure, ) .

Wirt (1977) has _made a significant contribution to understanding interstate _ -
variations in education political systems through construction of an index of

céntralization of powér. He has developed a seven—point continuum of central-

local option under state mandated requirements to total state assumption.r ln a
more limited framework, Iannéccone (1967) has studied education politics in .
eleven state legislatiures and developed four models of relationships between

interest groups (including education professionaIs) and legislatures:. locally
based disparate lobbies, statewide monolithic lobbies, statewide fragmented
lobbies, and statewide syndical lobbies. .

Two efforts have been particularly helpful in trying to place in perspec—

tive and- understand thé current wave of curriculum reform activity in the

nation. Campbell and Mazzonil (1976);- in their study of twelve states, focus on

state policy making for public schools; using generai potiticat systems theory

and. concentrattng on pelicy decisions,; system actors; and functional relations




S

As does this paper, their study views policy decisions as system outputs: The

system dactors they studied include governors, legislatures, state school

boards, chiaf state schopl officers, state education agencies, and interest

groups They see differences in lévels of influence among the system actors

depending upon the nature of the functional- reiationships, which they identify

in terms of issue definition, proposal formutation; support mobilization, and
decision enactment.

White the eariiest state efforts to control education can be traced 'to. the

Massachusetts school laws of 1642 and 1647; centralized authority in Americ%n

education has. takefy a back seat to- local ag ginistyation through much of our
Ei§F9§y,(B“ttS and Cremin; 1953). Mitchell §nd Encarnation (1983) see ‘the
recent growth in power of state level policy systems resulting from pressure by

disadvantaged and minority groups;.economic changes requiring a more techni-_

cally tra1ned student body; increased fiscal inequity at the local level, and
increased judicialgintervention, all of whith burden local policy systems. It
is 1in their study of the growth of the statéipolicy system that Mitchell and

Fncarnation develop the second model that is particularly helpful in th

claim includes seven inclusive and mutually exclusive strategies. These lar
structural organizational revenue generation, resource dllocation, program
definition, currigulum materials developiierit, persofinel training and certifi- .
cation, and stud&nt achievement, testing. , & '

‘In 1ooking AF current efforts to reform curriculum; it i appropriate to
examine the rolfs played by the variois system actors as they attempt to define
issues,_ formulate proposals, mobilize support, and enact policy dectsions

'(Campbell and/Mazzoni, 1976). These types of activity cdn be studied by
examining the strategies deritified by Mitchell and Encarnation (1983),

pecially program definition, student achievement testing; personnetl b

'{géaining and certification, and resource allocation. (White curriculum materials

of state policy development at the moment.) )
v

development logically should be included this does not seem to be a~maJo§Lemphasi

Campbell and Mazzoni (1976) found that state school boards were not very

signifIcant system actors unless they had access to the political power of

either the governor or the legisiature. Those boards which appointed the chief ¥

found that the chief staie,school officers were not very influential, although»i
influence increased with.the size and professionalism of the state education

agency: Governgrs were seen as Increasingly involved and influential in -
education policy making. This was particularly true in states with high levels

of state support for education. The increased involvement of governors in such

sharing of power. Legislatures "play the most vital rolevin the determination
of ‘educational policy" {(p. 202), the aduthors found. This was partiCularly true
in formulating proposals and enacting decisions. Lobbyists, including educa-

tion professionals, are more influential in legislatures wit less technical



tion: When policy issues are considered in an educational context, such
information is particularly influential but when issues are considered in a
more partisan political context, influence is more easily exercised by groups

with access to campaign contributions and votes:

- -

Where can education professionals be most #nfluenttal: in the - deveiopment

R of state policy? Iannaccone (19777 iden ifies three orientations to. change in

educational governance: change in the seérvice function of education, change in

the politicai function of government in managing conflict, and controversy over

ideological ‘assumptions and organizational gtructures: He sees education -
professionals as most influenttal 1in the first area, which wéuld include issues

“Guch a% currigulum reform: In his earlier work, Iannaccone (1967) found that

educators In locally based disparate lobbying sfructures were more effective at

stopplng than at passing legislation; those in statewide monolithic lobbying
strucgures were effective at both stopping and passing legislation and exerciged =
leadership. in.obtaining additional resources for education; some of those in :

3 stytewide ffgghented lobbying structures were successful and others unsuccessful
on _any given issue; and those in statewide syndical lobbying structures were
effective at stopping legislation and passing bills upon which they agreed; but

didjnot exercise 411 the power ?hey might- have, in an effort to avoid internal
confldcts. 7 B .

. . '
R sen@hal and Fuhrmgn (1982) contend that education professionals have

increaseﬁ their own professionalism and access to information and as the once,
R united ‘education lobby began to split apart, largely over issues.related to ;
collective bargaining by teachers. The power recently exercised by formal
governmerntal structures such as legislatures had been latent for years (Unruh,
1983), but needed.the right set of circumstances to be unleashed. While
Rosenthal and Fuhrman attribute the growth in 1egislative influence 1argely to
the.professionalization of the institution, there is at Ieast one other factor

that should be considered‘

Power can be derived in the political system from legal authority, infor- :

7 matton and expertise, soctal status, wealth, group cohesdion, and electoral

¢ matlon _EA >0¢ a2
) potency (€ampbell and Mazzoni; 1976): 1In order to have real power,; however, .

I systeém actors must be willing to mobilize their resources (latent power).

;iepends on a variety of situational factors; including differential saliency
for the actors. What makes an issue salient? 1In some cases personal or
polltical commitment will suffice, in others accountability for major programs

curriculum policy activity in state capitals across the country (Walton, 1983).

will lead to curriculum policy changes, a good deal of that activity is still
far from fruition. And while sofie policy changes have been _enacged, few have

AN
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curriculum policy activity on he one hand and a variety of political system
measures on the other. There Z

" tionships, to view the curriculum policy activity the dependent variable and
“the political system measures as-independent variat les. The diffuse nature of

the curriculum policy activity at this early-stage 'in its development mitigates
against the use of statistical techniqueq, however, becaiise it 18 not yet
possible to define in,a consisteﬁf manner the mature of those activities in
various states.r Nonetheless,fit is possible to ﬁttempt a comparative descrip—

’ varietv of political éyétem measiures -which are reviewed in Katz's (1981) study‘

-

o

for the NIE Schoo;/Finance PrOJect.

. Some of the education policy activity in the states which Walton (1983)
identifies in her survey is not related to curriculum policy development. Only
the activity clearly related to curriculum policy ‘was included in this review,

and that activity was then assigned to one of four state educatifon policy

finition,

§trategies tdentif ted by Mitchell and Encarnation (1?@;2777progr§m
student achievement testing, personnel "training and certificatfon;”and resource .

allocation: Within those strategies,; the state curriculum policy activity was

examined in terms of the fotiowing poiitical system measures (Katz; 1981):
v \

l. Political Culture: The states are ranked along a cortinuum from
the most "traditionalist" to the mo*§ "moralistic," with greater

2. Education Centralization _ The stdtes are ranRed along a seven
poiﬂt continuum of centralization of state educational systems,(as de-

scribed above (Wirt, 1977). .

.

P
3 ‘\ Scope of Government The states are ranked ‘on their penetration.

unit, per capita expenditures, and state emgioyment. (The data are- from
- John Crittenden g "Di ensions of Modernizat an
Amerieanrkolitieal Review:61 (December 1967) )

&

4, Welfare—Educat Yn Dimension: The sfates .are ‘ranked on 26 °
variables intended to megbure welfare and education policy outputs, and
can be used in conjuncti n with the scope of government measure to assess 1

the importance of education and ﬁetfare issues in the scope of government

in a given state. (The datg are from Ira Sharkansky's and Richard ‘Hofferbert’

"Dimeristons of State Politics; Economies; and Public Policy;" American

.= Political Science Review 68 (September 1969). )

. - '
. 5.° Interparty Competition The states are grouped as one-party
Democratic; modified one—party Democratic; two-party; and modified one-party

Republican. For our purposes; modified one-party Democratic .:and modifiel® .

1

1
~J
1]
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one-party Republican were combined: Tt is presumed that political activi-
ty increases as the degree of interparty competition increases: (The data
are from Austin Ranney's "Parties in State Politics" 1in Herbert Jacobs and
Kenneth Vines (eds.); Politics in the American States: A Comparative -’
Analysis (Boston: Little; Brown n and Company, 1976).)

6. Interest Group Strength' .The states are grouped as having .
‘strong, moderate, or weak interest group influence. lt is présumed that

Politics," Américaﬁ Political Science Review 60 (December 1966) )

7.‘7 Legislative Professionalism' The states are ranked on degree of
1 tures for staff and services, number of bills introduced length of
. sessions, and a legislative gservices score by the Citizens {onmittee on
' iState Legislatures. It 18 presumed that states that rank h gh in legisla/?’

formulation and decision enactment (Campbell and Mazzoni, 1976) (The
data are from John G. Grumm's "The Effects,of Legislative Structure on
Legislative Performance,”" in Richard Hofferbert and Ira Sharkansky (eds ),

i . State and Urban Politics: Readings,in,Cbmparative,Bublic,Bolicg:(Boston'
Eittle Brown and Company, 1971):)

o 7gif77?6Gé§7§§7§§§§fﬁ§5§jffiﬂié is the composite ranking of states on

the powers of governors in terms of tenure potenttial, appointments,

budget, and vetoes: It 1s sumed that states with powerful governors
will experience increased p tical activity, with the governor assuming a

rather than in conf;ict (Campbell and Mazzoni, 1976). €$he data are ftbm :
Joseph A. Schlesinger's "The Politics of the Executjve,” in Herbert Jacob

and Kenneth Vines (eds.), Politics in _the AmeXican Stdtes: A Comparative
Analysis (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, “1971).) ’

Only twelve state are not iniolved in _some _ curriculum policy activity

which Mitchell and Encarnation (1983) would call program definition. Of these;

culture continuum, implying low levels of state control. Eight rank in the
bottom two quartiles. Of ‘the other four sthtes, three rank in thd bottom two

{See Appendix A) :
; _ ,

»
Student achievemEnt testing is not quite so popular a curricutum policy

afea, with nineteen states uninvolved: Of these; seven rank in the bottom

quartile on the traditionalist to moralistic political culture continuum, and

eleven rank in the bottom two’ -quartiles (no data are available on two others).




- : °
Of the remaining six states; two are in the bottom two quartiles on the educa-

tion ééﬁtiaiiiAtiaﬁ”Eéafé. Two others might be described by low scores on

"scope of government and/or the welfare- ed@cation dimension. (See aAppendix B)

All but elght states are involved 1in personnel training and certificntion

activities connected withgeurriculum’ policy development: ' Of these eight, six are

in the bottom quartile on the traditionalist to moralistic political culture

continuum, and seven are in the bottom two quartiles. The other ts in the
bottom two quartiles on the education centralization score. (See -Appendix C)

) While 29 states are_ involved in resource .dllocation activities clearly
related to curriculum policy development, all but two are also involved in
dctivity in at least one of the other areas. Both of those which are active
only in resource allocation are in the bottom quartile on the traditionalist to’
moralistic political culture continuum. _ : .

Fifteen states gre involved: in activities in all four areas of curriculum

quigi development——program definition. student achievement’testing, personnel

- traindng and certification, and resource allocation. Of these, seven are in

(Seea Appendix D)

4 R : . .

et e

Who are the key actors? Governors clearly are key actors in eight states.

strength; and five are in the top two quartiles. Of the other three, one is

the chief execntive of a state in the top quartile on education centralization.

0f the eight governors pltaying teading roles in curricutum poiicy development,

four share that responsibility with their state legislatures. 1In all four of

those states; the legislature's professionalism ranks higher than the gover—

nor's.power; supporting: the findings by Campbeli and Mazzoni (1976) that strong

governors and professional legislatures often work together on education
issues. (See Appendix E)

- 1

Legislatures are key actors in 21 states. Of these;, six~rank in the t0p

quartile 1in legislative proﬁessionalism, and twelve rank in the top two quar-
tiles. Of the other nine states,; five rank in the top quartile on education

céntrallzation. (See Appendix F)

. There is still a considerable research agenda ahead. As the current wave

_vof curriculum reform becomes,history, close attention should be paid to the
“types of strategies (Mitcheﬁl and Enearnation, 1983) and to the system actbré’
and. functional relationships: (Campbell and Mazzoni; 1976) which result in:
actual changes in curriculum policy: in individual states. This type of compar-

ative research can be buttressed by well conceived single state case studiles.

-
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~ Two other related arcas of research should 'also be undertaken I c\hjunc—
tion wtth the curriculum policy development reqearch First, efforts should be

developmeg\ in the mid- 19805 and state- prospects for public education fiﬁhnce

during the remaindeér of the century (Sherman,rl982) Mitchell and Encarnacion .

(1983) indicate that education policy generally has been directed at one ot

more of the foilowing goalS'~ efficlency, equity, and quality. While they
believe policy can be directed at more than one at any given time, they ihdi-
cdate that policy rareiy is directed at two or mote. As the focus of education .

policy shifts from eqnity concerns to quality coticerns, it is important o keep

differential fiscal ‘resources in mind, for quality ultimately cannot be im-

Second; reqearchers concentrating on state curriculum policy making must

- remember that the only meaningful test of such policy is its implementation‘in

individual school buildings and classrooms,;often far removed physically,

culturally; and politically from state capitais; White this point has been

made with some frequency (e.g:; Eisner; 1971; Iannaccone; 1972; Popkewitz,

Tabachnick, and Wehlage, 1982; Ravitch; 1983; Reid and Walker; 1975),; it is

casy to forget, given the limited scope of any research effort.

Curriculum as it 1s implemgnted is the work of teachers and -administra-

tors. ﬁAs it is implemented, it is influenced by university professionals,
sociopolitica] variables. But there are limits on local implementation of
curricula--1imits imposed primarily by state government. Explaining that state
curriculum policy development system has been the purpose of this paper. Reid

The: problem is not how authority,,whethen in the shape of

goyernment, administrators or subject disciplines, can be

thwarted but how it can-be uSed as.a resource to help
"schools develop courses appropriate to them and their stu-
ﬁments. (p. 251) Lo -

g
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