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The burgeoning "excellence" movement in american education, a call
tor reforns and improvements embracing the entire system, began with a

pericd of exhortaticn: widely-publicized national reports wihich

pinpointed the soft spots in schools and schooling and demanded that
specliic corrective actlons be taken.

The period of exhortation was foilowed by a period cf
mandates--specific regquirements imposed primarily by state-level
education authorities—--calculated to bring about the desired educaticnal
changes.

As the impetus of the "excellence" theme has moved from the
national-exhortation stage, through the state-mandate stage, attention is
coming to be focused on programs: what is actually happening in local
school districts, at specific school sites, and in individual
classrooms-—the grassroots level,

't would be a pleasant task merely to report on the many yood things
that are going on in American education as a result of the renewed

concern with excellence, but such an approach would fail to put the

9
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status of grassroots excellence into perspective., There is & real
renaissance, a new sense of power and purpose, in schaals today, but an
understanding of what is happening to make these changes peossible

ted 1ssues.

’u.‘
a4

regquires an examination of several rel
This examination can be divided into three parts: [first, a

consideration of the fundamental policy problems that the “"excellance'

o7}

#
o

movement presents; next, an analys$ig of the peculiar ancomalies which are

developing as high=-si1nded state policy works itsell down intoe the

)

realities cof day-by-day school operation; and {inally., a looxk at some ot
the encouraging steps being made toward a higher level of excellence in

aducation at the grassrcots.

. VOODO EXCELLENCE

without becoming enbroiled i1n either political history or egonomic
theory, 1t wmay be helpful to borrow a phrase popularized in the 1380
presidential praimery race, when onw candidate called the program for
national ecoOnomis regovery being promueigated by his then-opponent "voodoo
econonics." By that phrase, the critic meant that the proposed progran
promised to hring about econoric growth and stability by the magic of
taking actions to achieve desired ends, actions which themselves might be
rationally expected to vield exactly the opposite results--i.e.,
increasing government revenuss by lowering taxes.

Perhaps today we are faced with a similar contradiction in cur rather

breathliess pursuit of excellence: to achieve a desired educational goal,
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we do things which might be rationally expected to have an effect guite

the opposite of what we veally wanted in the first place-~hence the term,

Teoodon excellenca"
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order to accompliish a worthy cducational objective, we are sometimes
urJed by an cager public--and ofrven similarly inclined by our own sense

of urgency==-to do just the opposite of what might be reassconadly expecdtac

Lo help us reach our intended qoal.

A. Excellence Is tor Everycne
une of the firm tenets o the school 1mprovement novement 'S that
excellence 15 for evervone. Echoing the forthright caill in the first ot

the major "excellence” reports, sach sudceeding commissicn, comnittee, ob

2]

for everypody., 1t most

[17]
[ aad
i

task forgs has omphasized thaty excelleng

Jefinitely is not an elitist concept: every student must and <an e

3

axpected to achieve, at nhis or heyr own level and own pace, a measuranis
and respectable deqree of excellience. VYebt, we strive toward this
admirable goal by a tightening-down and toughening-up process which Seems

preclude any reasonable expectation of reaching cur geoal of excellence

o
Iy

for everyone. As performance standards are railsed, Qcourse reguilirenents
are increased, and graduation minimums are escalated, are we not in

danger of squeezing out of the excellence race a very substantial number

of students who, even now, just can't make the grade?
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ALl of the calls for excellence in educ ition suress the iapoertance ot

¥ H < - » L. - —~ o} ywy b < dn S +
taking students beyond mere rote-and-recall learning into the realn of

the "higher thought processes.” Of sgual importance in the published
studies and veports is the continued insistence that adadewis, cognttive,
ang intellectual studies and learning are not along enougn Klso

important are the humanistic, the affective, the artistic, the
aegthetic--these crucial facets of life must not be neglected as we

heighten our academic expectations and raise our intellectuai standards.

,..1

“ine=-but whiat 1§ actually happening in many schodls as the race
towards excallence seems to be proceeding at SucCh an {ncouraging and
rewarding pace? There 1s good reason to believe, from even a cursory
examination of new standards and published goals for Awmerican eaucation,

learning still dominete the average
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clagsroam. Perhaps this content smphasis 1§ even more pronoynced than in

It

pre-excullencs past; since now the concern 1§ stronger than betor

“i
®

)

that students "do well on the testa"--and the tests are often keyed to
rather pedestrian, even pedantic, recall of factual intormation.
Aestheflc and artistlc knowledge and experience a.e likewlss getting
squeezed out of the school lives of many students. AS course and
graduation requirements are increased, many students no longer have slots
in their daily schedules for electives, art and music programs, or for a
variety of other "extracurricular™ activities including athletics. 1If

they have the hours in their schedules, there i3 still a reluctance to
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take the time away {rom the "isportant® subjec Compounding the

students' problems with fitting the affective-domain prograns inte a
crowded achedule is the school distriots
extra ¢oursss in mathematics, science, and forelgh lansuager-=as common

axamples-=take fiscal priority over art, music, speech and drama,

Journalism and even the less popular athlellc prourams.

<. InCrease Learning Time

Almost vniformly, those who otffer suggestions for pursulng excellence
i educavion insist that there must be more school time devoted to actual
learning, a suggestion s¢ eminently reasonatle that almost no one
cuncerned with education-~teacher, sdministracor, pnarent,

legislator--could possibly disagres.

LN S i = » s - - v Ay <y [N TR SRS O 1Y N N T I E T oan g ae - )
Yet, the popular response in many ntatss Lo this call fur Jncreasad

,,)’

learning time has actually been to increase increase time in the

classrooms, particularly by lenutheniny tne school day anas/or year, whiah
1s not the same thing at all. (One state officlal in the South recently

announced with great pride that his State had made a glant stride toward

w
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» length of the school

3':
(..4.
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fond +

statewide educaticonal excellence by
year by three whole days!)

Nothing wrong, of course, with more tine in senool--it's doyptless a
good start toward a desired e¢nd. But one has a gnawiny suspicion that
relatively little attention has been given to better use of time., More
time spent doing the same old things (dull) in the same old way (dully)

perhaps a classic-example of voodon excellence.

2
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D. Increase Attractiveness of Teaching As a

"Welve just got to have betrer teachers Iif we'te to have bheitter

education ©  No pronouncemant about the road to excellsance wn oducation

psychological and financiasl rewards for weaching, getting rid o the "Lau
apples,” and--most mportant of all--rewarding the outstanaingly
weritoriocus teachers,

Good stuff; let's get with it. Thus, the popular reacuion,
edpeclially amnong those most sccutely wuned to the polictical
reverbarations of the improve-teaching propesals:  gqovernors, snd
leqislators-=persong who are not only sincerely interested 1n 1MEroving

edycation, but whe are Keenly awate of how 1% will play in Peoria.

Therefore, scome of the strongest tides of movement Loward better

3

teaching by insisting on better teachers have f{ocusew on only two adpeot.
of the proposed refurms-=get rid of the bad (Competency examsd: awd
reward the good {merit payld). There has been also, of course, same very
serious soul-searching in the profession ahout instituting better

L 3

practices in resrulthent, admission to teacher-preparaticon pPrograms,

improvement of the programs themselves, certification and recervification
requirenents~-—=the vhole works. But the popular emphasis has pesn on

competency exams and merit pav.
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pul o SLbrain on some students, wio are

dilfanvantaged DY one Iroumnsiangy QF another bheyond Lhell oohtral,

reformaers have almost uaranimously mEat not he

tence. They often pose the rhetorical

v

thrsatened or conprawmised hy 2xce

guestion, "Can we have both excellence and egQuity?™, zlways answering
-
thelr own query with a resounding yes!  {One study repoert tried to tie
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. Make Scaools More Responsive to
Cowmunity Goals and Needs
Nearly ail of the pleas and proncuncements concerning educational

contaln a strony endorsement of lncreased commuhlity

involvement with establishing specifiec school programs that reflect

< 1ty aspirations and neet commmunity needs,
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Comgrendabile as this emphasis s as policy, actual practice often is
at great variance wich announced intentions.  Increasingly, prescraiptions
from centralized duthorliy taks precedence over communlty anad schodl-site
planning and pareatal Involvement. States,
legislative enactment, promulgate educatlionel policies and set standards

programs, mandated

State boards parallel legislative mandates with ones of their own:
accrediration standards, course-content standards; graduation
schopl-time standards; discipline standards.
nd Professor Lee Shulman of Stanford racently pointed cut to the

Council of Chief State School Officers, standards quickly result in

standardization, Is this & good route to excellence?

§

[

1. ANOMALIE

[l

The first section of tnis paper has examined several specific aspects
of the "excellence™ movement i1n which the high expectations of the
statewlide thrust may have been disappointing at the grassroots level in
aducation because achievement of what was intended has been attempted by
methods and programs which seem to produce results guite the opposite to
those desired. ‘

Additional problems have arisen with actually achieving excellence
because of certain anomalies which have arisen as state-level programs

filter down to the grassrocts.



v

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

A. Endemic Compiacency

In many instances, 1t appears that the strong verbal support with

whicn the recommendations of the renorts have bsen grested

at the local level among educaters and lavmen alike, and the almost
misgionary zeal with which reforms have been initiated, really masks a

fundamental complacency about how well schools are alread

e
57
‘J
.
o~}

e
.
..3
o
[
i

complacency takes two forms.

The first 1s the often~expressed convicrion that the particular
school district didn't really need to pe pushed into refornm by popular
demands or state-level mandates (whnether from the governor's oifice, the

legislature, or the state beard of educaticn.,) "We ware already doiny

regarding what impact the “excellsnce® movement has had at the local

|

avel.
£

Explanation is then given that the local district had already
expanded course reqguirements for graduation:; had toughened-up on
grading; had introduced more math and science and foreign language; had
installed a new discipliine code; had cut down on classtime
interruptions; had a committee working on a career ladder plan. &all of
thece steps are probably commendable, and it may well be true that in
many districts actjons--or seriocus thinking about the problem--was under
way, but there persists nevertheless the overall impression that the

"excellence® movement wasn't believed to have been really needed and

hasn't made a whole lot of difference.
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This impression of a rather fundamental complacency is heightened

when one inguires about the most significant changes which have actually
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to athletics has remained unchangyed, pep rallies are no longer held on

school time. Bilg deal.

Qr, the

147

ignificant changes noted may quite often include the boast

¥ T e
QUZCLON

7

that ancther "yvear" of (say! English has been added as a grv

reguirement, and additional standardized testing has been instituted.

One 18 tempted to ask whether the added English course is wore of the

et

til

4]

same, and whether the tests newly required test primarily rote
learnings, but the respondents saem so satisfied with l.ttle changes of

small significances that ir sesms shgentlemanly to disturb thsir

complacency.

R, Qverlcoking Instructicnal Changes

Much has been reported in the “"excellence™ literature about
structural and programmatic changes in education, but disappointingly
little is being said (either in the written reports or in converstations
with school leaders) about instructional change as such.

It is almost as though the effective zchooling research and the
excellent rsograms which grew out of this research have been, if not
forgotten, placed (in Fred Hechinger's phrase)--on the back burner--with

the control turned to “simmer." For example, goals and priorities are

I

~ll=

15
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aot 56 much determined at the local--much less the schaol-site--level as
at the state or statehouse level. The curriculum is not a “determined®
one as the term came Lo be used in the eifective-schooling movement, but

te=from-above. Direct instruction® w2ans now not

7]

cne determined by mand
so much the teacher's active involvement in & structured learning
situation, but textbook-cantered gnd test-driven teaching. "Time on

tagk"™ means not o much "studants working at an appropriate level of

s

’
Pust
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difficulty and sxperieacir, success," as one of the sexperts in

time-allocation put 1% ot long ago, but rather it seems to mean keeping

the kids' noses to the grindstone--and no pep rallies on school time!

he paragraph above 1s perhaps over-sharp in its judgement, but a

[\g

Y

nmodest measure of hyperhbole seems necessary to underscore the importance
of the peoint: instructicnal improvement is, In many cases, beaing

overlocked in favor of more popular, more understandable, more dramatic

C. Ancmalies of Perception

A nagging problem with trying to translate educaticnal excellence
from the national-report level and the state;mandate level down to the
grassroots level is that various cbservers may all dje looking at the same
problem and the same proposed solutions, but seeing far different things
from different viewpoints.

Many legislators and other political figures, for example, are

¥

: :

particularly interested in only & limited spectrum of educational
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issues: What's it golng to cost? Will it get rid of the bad
How will it make us look on the state-by-state comparisons?

Many parsnts look at proposed changes in curriculum, graduation
requirements, and tenting programs from the perfectly-understandabie
viewpaeint of how the change would affect their own children. BRroad
questions of educational philoscphy and social policy are not their
immediate intarest,

Many teacners feel that the "axceilence" movement (the aims <f which
they unreservedly applaud) has turned out to involve proyrams and
proposals which they take to be demeaning ands/or threatening: competency
testing, merit pay, judging teacher success by student test scores, to
name a few of the iless palatable suggestions which have been widely
circulated.

Finally, state=level and grassrcots viewpoints on the state of
excellence in the schools, and on who's responsible for the failures or
who may take credit for the successes, disclose sharp differences of
opinion., Local district administrators are guick to complain that they
are belng pushed too hard, too fast by those people in the state Capitol
Building; the state-level education officials, on the other hand, have
been known to mutter unkind comments about local-district foot-dragging.

Despite these anomalies, progress is unmistakable, as the following

brief section will show.



ITI. GRASSROOTS GROWTH

Since the focus ©f thais paper has been on 1ssue analysis, rather than
on presenting workable policy coptions, the optimistic spirit which can
justiriably pervade any discussion of the progress of the "excellence”
movement may have appearad to be missing. But even the briefest of
listings of what is rather typically happening at the grassroots or
local~district level as schocls and communities pursuye excellience is
tremendously encouraging.

There 1s 30 much variation in the status of sducation reform across
the nation, state-to-state and district-to-district, that generallizations
can be misleading or even dangerous., Soine states and districts are way
ahead of the pack, some ars way behind, and the majority are about
halding their own., Nevertheless, reports and observations of current
practice, and conversations with chief state school officers and local
district administrators, lead inescapably to the cheerful conclusion that
the excellence/reform movement in American education is indeed making a
positive difference at the grassroots level., A number of advances in

educationil programs and practices support this conclusion.

A. Heightened Public Awareness and
Increased Public Confidence
To say that public education is again back on the national agenda as
a high-priority item may be platitidious, but it is nevertheless a true

and striking phenomenon, vastly encouraging after education had suffered

{ .
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through & couple of decades of apparent public unconcern.

The general public--and most importantly the state-level political
decision makers who can draw attention to education issues and propose
golutions--show a heightened interest in public education. They see it
as crucial to our national interest and as a pivotal factor in sustaining
our national economy.

Not only has public interest been aroused and sustained, but the
pubiic seems to believe {despite all of the sharp criticisms of the
American education system contained in the multitude of reform reports)

that the system is fundamentally sound, basically on the right track.
B. Higher Aspirations and Increased Expectations

Peopie do want better education for their children and for all
children, and they do increasingly expect that the schools both can and
will provide it. Hence the public interest in higher academic standards
stiffened graduation regquirements, more working and iess goofing off.
They want better teachers and better teaching and--somewhat
hesitantly--are willing to pay at least part of the price. Some of the
proposals for changes coming out of these higher aspirations and
increased expectations may be extreme and even, in the view of some
educators, just plain wrong-headed, but the public and professional

interest in school improvement must be applauded.



C. More Thorough Assessment
wWhatever reservations one may have about the current push for more
freguent and more demanding testing of students, the growing belief that
adequate assessment and evaluation is of crucial impotrtance to successful
nursult of educaticnal reform efforts has heen yenerally beneficial,
Progress in education can be measured only 1f accurate data on present

zuccesses and faliures are at hand, and changes can be intelligently made

and judged only 1£ their =ffects can be objectively measured.

There seems to be little doubt that the image of tezaching as a
profession is improving. Although there is still a very wide gap between
image and reality, both the public and the preofession are showinag a more
optimistic mood about the importance of teachers and teaching.

The steps towards maxing teaching a more rewarding occupation, one
attracting rore able candidates, one capable of policing its own ranks,
one willing to establish means for encouraging and rewarding merit, and
one much better compensated in both psychological and material
ways-~these 5teps will continue to be the source of much dispute.

The disputes on means are likely to continue unabated, but the fact
remains that the status and rewards of teaching, hav;ng reached an

unacceptable nadir, are on the ascendency. There is scarcely a state

which is not in the .rocess of altering historic patterns of teacher
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education and certification, working dilligently to improve teacher
salaries, and trying to devise some workable plan for differentiation of
assighments and consequent compensation scales so that a teaching career

-

can really becowme an upward-reaching ladder.

IN CONCLUSION

The imbalance of space devoted in this paper to problems and
anomalies in contrast to that given to more positive reports reflects no
cynicism or pessimism, It simply reflects the inescapable realities of
the difficulties inharent in translating natiocnal exhortatlions and state

mandates into grassroct operations at an acceptable level of excellence.
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