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FOCUS SCHOOLS: A GENRE TO CONSIDER

INTRODUCTION
BACKGROUND

Despite widespread commitment to the comprehensive high school,
the nation has long had "specialty” or "lheme" schools, and schools
targeted lor particular students. Somc of the most respected schools are
specialty schools like Boston Latin or the Bronx High Schooi of Science
(Doyle & Levine, 1984). Beginning in the 1960s and '70s, descgregation
efforts led to a new generation ol specialty schools, called "mugncts," which
sought by means ol a thcine to attract a mulli-racial population 10 a
particular school or districl. Also since the *60's, there has heen grawth of
"alternative” schiools, many ol them designed especially [or students
thought to he at risk of [ailing 1o complete school. Thus, the idea of
specialized schools is not a new ane. Recently, however, the concept has
received a strong hoost [rom a study which suggested that specialized or
special purpose schools would prohahly be prelerable to comprehensive

high schools for muost students (Hill, Foster, & Gendler, 1990).

The suggestion that locus or theme schools would better serve the
vast majority of students now atlending zoned comprehensive high schools
in New York was the conclusion of this RAND Corporation study releascd
four years ago (Hill, Foster, & Gendler, 1990). The study has proven
inlluential in lcgitimating the idea of focus schools, and a puner of urban
districts, cspecially, have moved increasingly 1o estublish them. In Fact, a
recent study suggests that 44 percent ol the nation's mulli-school districls
now have focus schools (Steel & Levine, 1994). This paper sccks to
examine (he nature ol these schools, their rationale, and their track

records. It the henclits of the schools, the pitfulls associated with 1liem,
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and the requisites for making the.a work. in so doing, it will discuss the
policy questions posed by the genre, as well as i.e major governance,
organizational, professional, and instructional issues tied to il schools’
success. But since the genre itself is new and rclatively unfamilt’a: “v.
emphasis here is first on describing it, then on exploring its policy

dimensions.
CHARACTERISTICS

Focus schools are considered synonymous with special purpose
schools by the RAND study that coined the label. and they are
characterized as “high schcols with character” (Hill, Foster, & Gendler,
1990). The authors apply the term only to high schools, but elementary
and junior high schools, and middie schools, can also be focus schools, and
so will be considered here. The genre includes Catholic schools, as well as
specially focused or targeled public schools—with the lwo comprising a
type that differs significantly from standard, zoned, comprehensive high
schools. Focus schools combine two important sets ol attributles, one a
matter of school orientation and program, and the other ol school
organization. A [ocus school has a clear, coherent mission with a
commitment to character, as well as academic, development; features a
core of shared content and expericnces; emphasizes the reciprocal

resporsibilities of the school's students and adults, and stresses student

outcomes,

Organizationally, focus schools are flexible enough to respond to
cmerging nceds even while protecting and sustaining Lheir distinctivencss.
They are also schools that hold themselves accountable to the people most
immediately allceted by their performance—parcents, students, and the local

community-~rather than primarily to the bureaucracy and ccntral office of

which thcy arc a purl.

Cr
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As already suggested, the "focus” concept has a number of
identifiable [orebears such as magnet, specially, and alternative schools,
but it incorporates a somecwhat unique assemblage of altributes—based on
the RAND researchers’ conclusions about features explaining success.
Thus, the focus schools they reviewed incorporate programmatic
chara ‘eristics found in specialty and alternative and magnet schools, and
aiso frature such organizational characteristics as decentralization, choice,
and the form of school-bascd management that promotes teacher

empowermecnt.

Hill, Foster, and Gendler (1990) studied 13 urban schools in New
York and Washington, D.C, Elforts were made to include schools
rellecting typical, rather than selccted, urban and inner-city populations,
but they looked al Catholic as well as at public schools. They concluded
that the public special purpose high schools resembled the parochial
schools, organizationally as well as programmatically, morc than they
resembled comprehensive high schools, and did so in ways that seemingly
increased their effcctiveness considerably. Hence the new category of
“focus" schools, with its atypical combination of the public and parochial

school sectors.

Inclusion of Cathalic schaols is a signal that "locus” is not
synonymous with “theme," because parachial schoals rarely if cver have
themes of the sort that identify magnct schools. Nevertheless, unlike
comprechensive high schools, they inake no pretense of being omnibus
institutions with somcthing to satisfy all tastes. They are not neuiral with
respect to educational or personal dircction. Instead, they reficct a specific
commitment to a particular type of cducation (aca”emic and college
preparatory), and they project a clear character ideal for students. It is in
this scnsc that they are focused, rather than in the more familiar sensc

where a school offers a specilic disciplinary or occupational theme.
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At the other extreme, another sort of focus or special purpose
school coming to recent prominence has a most explicit theme: this is the
career magnet school, which invites student exploration of a particular
industry. It exists in contrast to the vocational school approach, which
primarily prepares students for an entry level position. Career magnets
engage students in college preparatory work as they explore a carcer area.
For example, thc Media Academy in Qakland, California, which specializes
in communications, involves its students in newspaper work, radio, and
telecommunications, while cnabling them to prepare [or college (Wehlage,
Rutler, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989). Students in the Academy of
Finance in New Hyde Park, NY, take courscs in "accounling, management,
marketing, banking and credil, sceuritics, international ccunomics and

business computer applications” (Klein, 1993).
RATIONALE

Rescarch has demonstrated that several [orms of specialized high
schocis arc desirable replacements for the comprehensive high school as
the modc} for sceondary education. The old, comprehensive model has
been largely unchatlenged for much of the century, having cmerged belore
1920 as the victor in struggles against scparate schools lor prospective
managers and [or workers, privileged and poor (Tanner, 1982). The
comprchensive high school has been celebrated as the institutional
cmbodiment of the country’s democratic commiiment, cnrolling the slow as
well as the able, and the rich as well as the poor in a vencrated "common
school” {Glenn, 1987; Tanncr, 1982).

The arrangement received rencwed validation in 1959 with the .
publication of James Bryant Conant's inllucntial The American High School
Today (1959). During that carlier cra demanding renewed educalional
excellence, Conant pronounced the comprehensive high school eapable of

delivering it, given relatively minor adjustments. He further stated that

v
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small high schools should be eliminated as quickly as possible, and that

additional specialtly schools were contra-indicated.

In the decades since, however, the comprehensive high school has
come under increasing firc. It has been denounced as more like a shopping
mall than an institution ollcring a coherent education (Powecll, Farrar, &
Cohen, 19»3). It has been declared besct by unresolvable dilemmas and
contradictions (Stern, Raby, & Dayton, 1992). It has been shown that
tracking praclices divide and scgregale students Lo the extent that they
hardly attend a common school at all. Worse, they are divided on bases
that coincide with racial and socioeconomic class divisions, and an
assighmenl Lo a lower track, once madc, is rarely reversible {Oakes, 1985;
Wheelock, 1992). It has also been shown that the students who [ail (o
succced in the comprehensive high school include large numbers of
dropouts who could not or would not stay—alleged "pushouts” encouraged
by school personnel not 10 remain (Block, 1978), and youngsters who have

graduated despite evidence that they remain [unctionally illiterate.

The charges have been particutarly severe and extensive with
respeet o the high school's failure 10 nicet the needs of the non-college-
bound (National Center on Education «.nd the Economy, 1990)—"the
forgotien hall® s one title put it (Commission on Work, Family and
Citizenship, 1988). Many such students are concentrated in urban areas,
with lire result that a number of cities have high school completion rates
hovering arcund only 50 percent, and individual high schools where the
rale is dramatically lower. (A notorious instance in New York City was the
old Benjamin Franklin High School, which was closed by the schools’
chancellor in 1983 when its graduation rate fell to a mere 7 percent of

those whao should have been cligible.)

Morcover, not only has there been evidence of extensive high

school failure and inadequacy, but also of the instilution’s sturdy resistance

11
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1o change. Iis size, fragmented units and programs, specialized personncl,
and hierarchical organization combine to make secondary education firmly

resistant to reform and improvement measures.

Both internal and external critics have pointed out the
shortcomings of large high schools. The latter have offered dramatic
accounts of the neglect and chaos in inner-city schools. But
scholar-supporters of education have also concluded that "boredom is...
epidemic” within classrooms (Goodlad, 1983, p.242), that even in "good”
schools students are only superficially engaged in what they do (Sizer,
1984); that in many schools as many as two-thirds of the students have
simply “"disengaged," or tuncd out on academic learning (Sedlak, Wheeler,
Pullin, & Cusick, 1986); and that in a large number of classrooms, tacit
agrecments between teacher and students stipulate that the tcachers will

not demand very much and in return the students will not get out of hand
(Powelt, Farrar, & Cohen, 1985).

Mcanwhile, violence, drugs, strect crimes, and unemployment
constitute social problems that the public expects schools to heip alleviate,
if not climinate entirely. Even many who acknowledge that schools cannot
solve such probleras nevertheless ask why they do not seem to be making

morc substantial inroads in reducing the n.

Even such a brief rendering of schoal history and current criticism
helps explain the present search for new ways to institutionalize sccondary
education and new modcls For the traditional high school. Focus schools
arc perhaps the most prominent current suggestion for restructuring the
high school—with rclated but less extensive reforms consisting of such
recommendations as house plans and Philadelphia’s "charters” or

schools-within-schools (sce Oxley & McCabe, 1989; Fine, 1994).

12
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Here, the exa:nination of focus schools begins by asking just what
sort Of contribution a focus is supposed to make—what it is supposed to
accomplish. The paper then looks at the particular types of focus schools
developed to date: the benefits and pitfalls, and .the desirable conditions
for launching them. Concern is with the policy issues posed—issues of
equity and access, school organization and governance, and diversily

between and within schools.



ADVANTAGES OF A FOCUS

Current organizational literature strongly emphasizes the
importance ol a mission to a school’s ellectiveness, even suggesting that a
focus plays a strong part in enabling a schnol to have a mission. The daily
life of schools consists ol pursuit of 50 many goals thal a central thrust is
somctimes dilficult for insiders as well as outsiders to discern. Frequently
over the past decade research has indicated the necd for a mission,
coherence, and a schoolwide consensus Lo support it. But it appears that
not all missions embody the kind of power required to articulate a

program, center activity, and inspire a tcaching stall.

As already suggested, various types of loci can deline a school-—
matters ol substance, style, or target population. In some cascs, the focus
consists of & theme cxplicitly intended to assemble an intecested group. In
other instances, the locus is an approach or emphasis that directs stall but

is nut likely 1o rally studenls.

Perhaps most [ocus schools adopt themes designed to attract
sludents. Some themes consist of a disciplinary [ocus (science and
mathematics, or the humanitics). Others make central a broad topic or
arca ol presumed interest to youngsters (e.g., the acrospace schoul; the
zoo school; and the Icgacy school, which stresses the heritage of African
Amecricans). Some reflect potential cureer choices (law and government,
aviation, international commercc). Still others comprise particular
pedagogical orientations (c.g., Montessori, open, or Individually Guided
Education), while another group emphasizes the context ar surroundings in
which instruction typically occurs (e.g.. City-As-School, or autdoor and
environmental programs). There arc also [ocus schools that target
parlicular groups (c.g., gilted and talented, pregnant teens, the dropout

pronc).
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Still other schiools reflect a clear focus or emphasis, even though it
may not funclion as an explicit theme in drawing studeats. Catholic schools
are probably of this last type, with their emphasis on moral values and
academics. These emphases yield a distinctive school climale and ethos,
which appear o lic al the care of their appeal. Thus the altractiveness of
the school may not be centered in the program, and it may not be
program with which their students icnd to identify. The Block School in
East Harlem, for instance, focuses on parent involvement, which
undoubtedly creates a distinctive climate and ethos. Central Park East
Scecondary School, also in New York, sceks 1o cultivale five "Habits of
Mind" which inform the trcaiment of all subjcct matter. Similarly,
Manhattan’s Urban Acadcmy sccks to impart ar open-cnded style of

inquity that dictates the instructional mode through which all content is

inhodyced.

Such foci guide the staff in these schools, and even though they arc
probably not what draws students there—and perhaps ne' even whal
students would identily as most salicnt about their school—they
nevertheless serve two vilal roles in rendering these schools attractive:
First, they lend coherence to each school's program and aclivities,
providing a pattern thal relates one clasg, aclivily, ur pursuit to another.
And second, this type of [ocus may not appeal directly to students, perhaps
it may do so indircctly, through the school climate it creates and the cthos

it reflects.

The dilferent types of cmphasis rellected in focus schools raise the
question of the contribution a focus makes to the daily life of a school.
Experience suggesls twe major functions: first, a [ocus offers instructional
advantages. It lends coherence to an educational program, permitting
students lo cxperience a sense of continuily and connection from one class
or topic of study to another. Since the fragmentation of the curriculum,

and the resulting disconncction of student experiences in school, is one of
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the explanations frequently offered for the inabilily of subject matter to
inlerest large numbers of studenis (Sizer, 1984), coherence is a valuable
assel. If the theme is sufficicnily linked lo the content of Lhe various
disciplincs, il may also scrve to molivate student interest in work that

might otherwisc secnmi unpalatable.

Second, in a syslem permilling choice, a theme, and perhaps even
a [ocus that is nol an announced theme, can allract a group of people who
are like-minded in some educationally importanl aad directive ways. A
science and malth high school would presumably attract a group, leachers
and students, that finds thcse two disciplincs particularly meaningful and
engaping. An avialion high school should atiract youngslers and leachers
who share an interest in the aviation industry. A Calholic school might
attract youngsters and families for whom college attendance is a prominent
goal. Shared inlercsts inspire molivalional strategics and dircctions as well

as conlent.

Bul the RAND siudy suggesled additional rcasons [or eslablishing
focus schools, beyond program cohcrence and a consliluency in significanl
agreement. Rescarchers Hill, Foster, and Gendler (1990) found focus
schools lo be strong organizalions wilh missions supporicd by Lheir slaffs,
and the ability to take aclion to carry out those missions. They lound
comprehensive high schools, by contrast, lo be "profoundly compromised
as organizations, wilh little capacily to initiate their own solulions to
problems, define their own internal characler, or manage their
relalionships with cxlernal audiences” (p. .,. This difference, they
concluded, is the inevitable result of the fact that focus schools have
distincl organizational advantages over the zoned schools that arc
"esscnlially franchises rcflecling a standard model established by central
authoritics” (p.vii). For all these rcusons, then, focus schools are in a far
beller position than comprehensive high schools Lo allracl, retain, and

posilivcly affect studenls.

10
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As a result, students in focus schools like their schools better and
attend them more regularly (Hill, Foster, & Gendler, 1990). A typical
focus school annually graduates about two-thirds of its seniors, while
comprchensive high schools graduate only slightly more than half. In New
York, otly 20 percent of comprehensive schoc] students graduate with a
Regents Diploma, while more than 50 percent of the students in .he
non-sclective focus schools do so. Fewer than a third of compreheasive
high school students even take the Scholastic Aptitude Test; more than
half the focus school graduates do. As the RAND authors conclude, "focus
schools are designed to influence and change students. Zoned
|comprehensive] schools are designed to administer programs and deliver

services" (p.36).
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TYPES AND EXPERIENCES OF FOCUS SCHOOLS

As indicated, Hill, Foster, and Gendler (1990) attribute both
programmatic and organizational advantages (o focus schools in relation to
other schools. Also as noted, what they called "focus schools” actually
consists of four distinct types—specialty schools, magnets, alternative
schools, and Catholic schools—aithough not all embaody ali the
characteristics of the focus school paradigm. While there are particular
individual independent or non-public schools that are themed, many
private schools are not, so as a type it scems that private schools do not
exemplify the genre. It remains to be seen how many charter schools will

become focus schools.

Each school of“thesc four types has a particular identity in terms of

focus, and each also has ils own research record, discussed bclow.
SPECIALTY ScCliiooLs

Specialty schools comprise the oldest type in the focus genre, the
Boston Latin School having been lounded in 1635 (Doyle & Levine, 1984).
These schools sometimes have explicit themes {like New York’s Brooklyn
Technical High School), but sometimes the focus is broader, such as simply
intense academic emphasis across all disciplines (like New York's

Stuyvesant High School).

Such schools have endured across the country, despite the press for
the comprehensive high school, although they exist in relalively small
numbers. Their admission standards are high, and they are exclusive
institutions enrolling only the very top achievers. For instance, in 1991 New

York City’s three academically sclective high schools had more than 46,000

12
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applicants. Only the highest-scoring 5,500 could be accommodated (New
York City Public Schools, 1992-93).

Obviously, the students atiending such schools are outstanding
young people and scholars. On most of the measures ordinarily applicd—
grades, test scores, atlendance, behavior, college acceptance and
complelion~—ihese selective schools prove highly successful. In fact, they
count their successes not in the number of students going on to college,
but in the number winning {ull scholarships and national awards and latcr,
Nobel prizes (Doyle & Cooper, 1983).

As much as one might wish such outcomes for afl young people,
they arc likely to be limited to the ablest and most willing of students.
Observers report an extraordinary degree of student interest in learning at
these schools, a rare willingness to cooperate with teachers, a lot of home
support, and an unusual amount and quality of cffort (Doyle & Cooper,
1983). Thercfore, recommending the schools that work for these alypical
students as a model for other programs may be unrealistic. Indeed, it may
be that a part of the comprehensive high school’s present difficultics stems
from its failurc to acknowledge and try to compensate for the rarity of this
sort cf motivation, support, and perseverance among the bulk of today's

students and their families.
MAGNET Sciools

Magnet schools often resemble specialty schools with respect to
theme. As defined by a recent study, magnets arc schools thal provide a
distinctive curriculum or instructional approach, draw students [rom
beyond an assigned attendance zone, and make descgregation an explicit
purposc. Although same such schools had entrance requirements making
them either sclective or semi-selective, most loday do not (Steel & Levine,
1994).

13
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There are magnat schools that have been operating for several
decades now. The longevity of some, plus the requirements of the funding
agencics that have underwritlen them, have resulted in a number of
evaluations. Recently, these have been augmenlted by research evidence on
the effectiveness of magnets. Several longitudinal and controlled studies,
some with experimenlal designs, now teslify lo the positive impacts of

magnzts on students.

Two recent studies in particular offer impressive evidence of
success (Crain, Heebner, & Si, 1992; Musumeci & Szczypkowski, 1991).
The two are important both because of the substantial numbers of schools
and studenlis they examined, and because they are cleverly designed to
respond to the sclection bias challenge usually raised in connection with
studies involving schools of choice. One longitudinal examination of almost
1,000 students in four separate school districts contrasted the achievement
and school orientation of longtime magnet school students with those of
youngsters who had spent only a relatively brief period in Lthese schools.
Substantial differences favoring the magnels were found with respect to
promolion rates and enrollment in college prep courses. But on all 12
variables examined—pertaining to academic success, behavior and
altendance, and participation in school activilies—the magnclt students
outperformed their non-magnel (or shorl-lerm magnel) counlerparls
(Musumcci & Szezypkowski, 1991).

The cther study, this one examining the carecr-otiented magnel
schools enrolling almost a third of New York City's high school students,
also reached posilive conclusions (Crain, Heebner, & Si, 1992). It looked
at how ninth graders fared in these schools, but examined the records only
of weaker students, specifically those of youngsiers admitted to these
programs by the lottery system designed to assurc enrollment opportunities
for applicants who fail 1o meel admissions criteria. The records of loticry

winners were compared with those ot Jottery losers who attended
14
20
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comprehensive high schools instead. Results indicated that the magnet
school students were less likely to drop out in the transition to high school,
and that magnet schools generated more academic productivity. Their
students improved more in reading skills and earned more credits toward
graduation than did their comprehensive high school counterparts. But
these results held only for average readers. The poorest magnet sti-dents
did not fare as well, due to high absence rates, perhaps the result of staff
ambivalence about receiving them, and insuflicient resources for providing
remediation (Crain, Heebner, & 5i, 1992).

A smaller, but carefully controlled study done several years ago
also found similar advantages to magnet schools. Larson and Aliwn (1988)
carefully paired students entering magnets with others who did not, at the
outset matching the two groups on achievement levels and apparent
potential. The investigators found that the magnet students accomplished
more, and that the longer they remained in the magnet school, the greater
became the contrast between their performance and that of their regular

school counterparts.

Indced, as one tcam of researchers concluded, "Virtually all studies
that compare magnet and non-magnet schools show that students in
magnet schools have higher achicvemenl, better altendance and dropout
rates, and, overall, better school performance” (Musumeci & Szczypkowski,
1991, p.55).

Yet despite such testimony to their suctess, magnel schools
emphasize only some of the features identilied with focus school
effectiveness, They are themed and thus have distinctive programs
(although to varying degrees, as will be shown subscquently). In magnet
schools wherc the theme is sharply defincd (c.g., 4 computer magnet as
opposed to one committed to law, public service, and social scrvice), it

might be expected that the program would be ceniripetally locused rather
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than diversified and fragmented by large numbers of electives. But as yet
there are no data reporting what percentage of magnets are so strongly
unified. Nor do all magnet schools display the “strong social contracts” that
Hiil, Foster, and Gendler (1990) identify with focus scbools. This is a
matter of school climate and ethos, and not all magnet schools make these
an object of emphasis. Similarly, not all magnets are committed to the
holistic concern with student development that led the RAND rescarchers
to conclude that focus schools show a commitment to "parenting” (1990,

p.viii).

Thus, magnet schools do not always reflect all of the programmatic
features of focus schools. Therc is perhaps cven less reason [or attributing
to these schools the organizational leatures the RAND study associates
with [ocus school success. Magnet schools and programs are typically
distinctive in character, and their constituents (stafl and students) have
chosen to be there. In most districts they muy enjoy sume of the
advantages of decentrulization and concamitantly of increasc ! teacher
prerogatives (McNeil, 1987). Theme schools may well kave 1o he exempted
from some of the expectations and procedures of comprehensive high
schools: tcachers who must devise curricula, for instance, may have 1o be
frced from restrictions constraining their collecagues in other schools—and
to that extent, they have been cmpowered. The resulting circumstances
may cnable these schools to approach the organizational capacitics of
focus schools for solving their own problems than can typical

comprehensive high schools.

However, there are also conditions associated with magnet schools
that can compromisc such advantages. A major one is thal most magnet
schools were established cither under court descgregation orders or under
the threat of such orders. Such circumstances provide an incentive for
centralized decision-making and control: a certain numher of magnets arc

specificd and they are expecled to reach agreed upon levels of success
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with respect to ethnic distributions, if not to quality, In some systems with
magnets such pressﬁrcs have led Lo an intensification of centralized control
rather than to its relaxation. There have been instances, for example, of
schools summarily ordered to become an arts or a math and science
magnel. There have also been accounts of magnet sche. ~Is that were
extened the relaxation of control necessary to plann’ . =nd initiation,
only to experience subsequent reassertion of centralizer woatrol in the

name of reform and excellence (McNeil, 1987).

Thus, while some magnet schools have undoubtedly been
sufficiently autonomous to develop problem-solving capacities, there are
also some that do not seem lo reflect any but the most minimal
urganizational changes (Metz, 1981). By and large, organizational change
does not seem to be an emphasis in magnet schools. Despite awarcness
that "magnetizing" a school secems to improve its quality (Blank, Dentler,
Baltzell, & Chabotar, 1983; Magi, 1985), magnet schools have clten been
launched 1o satisfy explicit external demands instead of to transform or

restructure schools.
ALTERNATIVE SCIIOOLS

Altetnative schools, a third vatiety included in the [ocus school
genre, are distinct with regard to organizational issues. Whereas the
emphasis of magnet schools typically lies in their curricular themes,
alternative schools are likely to have a broader programmatic focus and
more consistently to dilTer organizationally from comprehensive high
school practice. They represent a type based on the premise that the
standard school model needs revision in order to respond to the needs and
interests of ils constituents. Such an assumption is likely to yield more

leeway in making changes, and often to produce a wider range of

innovation.
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Alternative schools are not ordinarily marked by a curricular
theme, although a few have selected innovative substatitive themes like the
zoo school or the micro-society school. More typically if there is a
particular programmatic focus, it is instructional rather than curricular.
Thus, the "challenge school,” for example, is an alternative based on an
adaptation of the "walkabout' passages completed by Australian aborigines
in their pursuit of adulthood; cr the City-As-School program is one where
a student’s schedule might include sustained observation of the city council,
participation at a newspaper production office, or an internship in a

hospital pathology lab.

But the programmatic focus of alternative schools is likely to
extend beyond traditional matters of curriculum and instructional method.
There is often a concern with building the school itself as a community,
and there may be trips and retreats and other activities not explicitly
iden .uable as usual pedagogical fare or pursuit. For instance, one
successlul alternative school focuses on human relations and democratic
governarice, while another tliat is more academically oriented recently
made an wll-school project of constructing a yurt, a one-room building

large enough to accommodate the full school population.

In the terms that Hill, Foster, and Gendler (1990) used, alternative
schools are strong on establishing social contracts bringing adults and
students into close relationship (Raywid, 1982) and rendering them
reciprocally responsible to one another. Because a holistic orientation
toward young people is a Fairly standard feature of alternative schools
(Sweeney, 1988), they make a strong commitment to helping students
become happy, healthy human beings as well as good citizens—whal the
RAND rescarchers called "parenting." They are thus concerned with
outcomes, particularly with respect to the psychosocial development of
students. Not all, however, are as explicitly focused on academic oulcomes
as Hill, Foster, and Gendler might hope (Wehlage et al., 1989). And while
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a centripetal curriculum marks some alternative schools, others pride
themselves in being individually oriented and more committed to helping
students grow in directions of their choice than to having them pursue a

common course of study.

Alternative schools probably come closer, on the other hand, to
displaying the organizational characteristics of focus schools than do any
other public schools. Some may be the most visible extant models of
*restructured" schools. The reason is Lhat alternatives have managed to
obtain more independence within their districts than have other schools.
Whether associated with the early models that explicitly sought alternatives
to bureauciacy, or with the more recent programs designed for students
not succeeding in the regular program, alternatives explicitly acknowledge
the need 1o depart from the standard. This has enabled alternative schools
to differ significantly from other schools. They are freer of external
regulation and control and often shape themselves as extensions of the
personalities of those who stafl them. Most alternative school stafls reflect
a strong sense of obligation lo their constituents, and are reluctant to let
any student fall through the cracks. Furthermore, the demands of their
student populations, and of their own often marginal status within the
larger school system, require alternatives to function continually as
problem-solving organizations. Such demands, and the ways these schools
meet them, have made allernative schools models of the professional
communities now considered central to school success (Cenler for

Research on the Context of Teaching, 1993; Raywid, 1993).

Until recently, systematic evidence on alternative schools has been
scant. Their commitment to dislinctiveness makes it difficult to find or
establish typicality, and generalizations are difficult to [rame. Nevertheless,
one study that questioned students and teachers in a number of alternative
and comprehensive high schiools found both the youngsters and adults

convinced that alternative schools do a betler job of mecting student needs
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than do conventional schools. In fact, even the lowest scoring alternative
schools scored higher in this regard than the top-scoring conventional
schools (Gregory & Smith, 1983).

More recently, a nalional search for schocls judged most effective
in preventing at-risk youngsters from dropping out identified 14 alternative
schools for detailed study (Wehlage el al., 1989). One reason for their
success was that these schools manage to function as "communities of
support” for their students, and that the most successful of them engage
students in learning they can find authentic. The researchers’ conclusions
regarding the most effective of these schools suggested the ways in which
alternatives combine the programmatic and organizational features

associated with focus schools:

In these programs, teachers have assumed the additional roles of
counselor, confidante, and [riend, and efforts are made to bond the
students to the school, to the teaching staff, and io one another.
Coursc content is more closely tied to the needs of the students in
these programs, and efforts are made to make the courses more
engaging and relevant. Greater emphasis is placed on hands-on =nd
experiential learning and students are given greater responsibility
for their own successes. More attention is paid lo the individual
needs and concerns of students, in and outside of class. Teachers
work Ltogether to govern the school and make critical decisions
about curriculum and school policy. As a resull, the programs can
adapt to new circumstances quickly. A climate of innovation and
experimentation is common, and teachers function as educational
enlrepreneurs. (Wehlage et al., 1989, p.172)

CATIHOLIC SCiIOoLS

The final school type included in the focus schools calegory is
Catholic schools. These have a somewhat different type of focus than do
magnel and many allernative schools: their cmphasis is sitnply on sustained
academic endeavor of a college preparatory sort, and on developing

character by exemplifying and instilling a set of valucs. Conteniporary
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Catholic schools are far less [ocused on religious education than they once
were, and their eurrent orientation is dictated by a commitmcnt to the
dignily of the person, to the generatlon of community, and to social
justlce—themes dominunt ln the wake of Vatlcan I, which 15 said to have
revolutlonized Catholle cduentlon (Bryk, Lee, & Hollund, 1993). In many
ways, theae schools mny exompllly the advantages attributed to locus

schools to o grealer degroe than nny of the other lypes.

The overnrehilng ethic, as well as the commitment 1o intellectual
development for all, recommends a common curriculum. There is
cmphasis on enabllng cach student to succeed, and on the obligations to
one another shared by everyone Involved the school, students as well as
ad:is. The concern in Catholic schools with moral as well as inteliectual
deveiopment reflects a commitment Lo parenting, and there is strong

cmphasis on cultivaling and sustaining coramunily within the school.

These programmatic tendencies are supporled by the
organizational properties af Catholle schools, which rellect the "light-loose”
coupling that organizastional experts cite as idenl {e.g., Peters & Wulerman,
1982). It is un arrangement whereby the school has sufficient autonomy
and independence to chart it uwn course, but is gulded in doing so by
strong commilments Lo the vidues and orientation of the parent
organization, the church. As investigutors have recently concluded, their
frecdom vom external regulation may make Cutholic schools the best
cxemplars of genine decentrallzation and school-site autonomy (Bryk,
Lee, & Holland, 1993) They are, of tourse, institutions where affiliation is
volunlary, and this, as well as their ideological commitinents, renders them
accountable to their constitucnts. The varied auspices under which
Calholic high schools operale (parish, diocesan, or religious order
sponsorship) give them distinclive profiles, and Lheir considerable [reedom

cnables cach Lo respand efleclively to jls own immiediate circumslances,

21

Sy -

a
o f



A recent report of multiple sets of studles of Catholle schools
offers substantial evidence regarding their operatlon and elfectiveness
(Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993). The authors include analyses of studies
undertaken over the past dozen years, and they recxamlne the clalms
allvinced more than a decade ago that student achlevenient in Cutholic
schools is less determined by family background and socioeconomic
circumstances than in public schools. They conclude thal "average
achicvement is somewhal higher in Catholic high schools than in
publle..and that Catholic high schools may be especially helpful for
disadvantaged students" (1993 p.58).

The investigators found Catholic high schools to have smaller
average enrollments than public schools, with a large percentage of their
students (72 perzent) pursuing the academic track, in contrast to the
comprehensive high school where students may be equally distributed
among lhe academic, vocational, and general education paths. This means
that many students who would otherwise not encounter academic
expericnces do so in Lhese schools whete learning opportunities are less
differentiated. The resuiis include an average 3.3 year gain in math for
ininority students between their sophomore and senior years of high
school, as compared to a 1.5 year gain for this group in public schools. The
effeet Is that Cuthalic schools nirrowed the achievement differentials
between race and soclocconomic fevels thut are so evident in public high

schools.

Other accomplishments of Catholic high schools appear even
sharper. Dropout rates approximate only 25 percent of those in public
high schools, and behavior problems are less [requent. Bryk, Lee, and
Hollund (1993) attribute these differences to the strong communal
cmphasis in Cathollc schools, commenting that all seven of the schools
obscrved werc marked by a "pervasive warmth and caring that

characlerized the thousands of routine social interactions in cach school
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day" (1993, p.275). They attributed the high engagement of students and
the strong commitment of teachers to the communal orientation of these

schools.

This study, as well as earlier ores (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987
Erickson, 1982) attribute strong advantages to the Catholic school subset
of focus schools. Coleman and Hoffer (1987) suggested that the
advantages are due to the functional communities of which Catholic
schools are an integral parl. Erickson (1982) atlributed them primarily to
the sort of communily that can be sustained in a school consisting only of
teachers and students who are there voluntarily. To these, Bryk, Lee, and
Holland add two additional explanations: the autonomy and site
governance of these schools, and the advantage of an inspirational
ideology that lays claim to "a public place for mcral norms” (1993, p.302).
These authors are explicit in ruling out the possibility that the advantages
accrue from superior teaching, stating that they found instruction lo be
"quite ordinary" conventional didaclic, with neither particularly engaging

materials nor scintillating presentation (1993, p.274).
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CHARACTERISTICS OF FOCUS SCHOOQLS
As this examination suggests, many of the central themes of focus
schools bear strong resemblance lo reforms now being widely urged. Here

is a list of the specific characteristics thal focus schools display:

1. Students arc engaged and actively pursuing learning.

2. Teachers are highly committed to the school's mission.

3. The school’s purpose directs ils program and activities.

4, The school is distinctive, reflecting an identity or "personality” of its
own.

5 There is a good deal of collegial interaction and collaboration
among teachers, making stalf a strong prolessional community.

6. The school engages in pro-aciive problem identification and
solving.

7. Teachers have exiended roles, serving students not only as
instructors, but also as advisors, mentors, confidantes.

B. Most course conlenl offcred within the school is intended for all, in
contrast to a curriculum divided into tracks and eleclives.

9, The school has holistic aims, demonstrating concera with students’
personal and social development as well as with academics.

10. The school reflects scli-consciousncss of itsclf as a communily,

cstublishing expectations of its members and making commitments

to them.

Here are some of the antecedent arrangements generating such

charucteristics:

1. The school has ar explicit purpose, identifying a particular sct of
aims, content, instructional orientation, or larget group—rather than

the dilfuse purposc of mecting all nceds and tastes.
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2, The school is cmpowcered (o sct its owr direction, and within it

tcachers parlicipate in making central dicisions.

3. All within thc school, tcachers as well as students, have chosen lo
be thcre.
4, The schedule permits icachcrs {rcquent and sustained meeting time

to cnable them lo analyze and appraise how well the school is
functioning ang to devclop ncw plans and make modifications to

cxisting program together.

The two lists reflect a numbcer of the emphases madc familiar by
thc reform literature: on school organization as well as program, teacher
empowcrment, sitc-bascd management, choice, and a communal
orientation for schools. But as developed by Hill, Fosier, and Gendlcr
(1990), the focus concept also includes important departurcs from present
school arrangcments and poscs contrasts with other contemporary reform

proposals.

First and most fundamcntally, the focus school idea recommends
spccial purpose high schools over comprehensivc oncs intentionally
designed to accommodate a!l studenis. Second, it recommends the
deliberate cultivation of diffcrence from onc school to anothcr, in conlrast
to the uniformity fostcred by both bureaucratic practice and equity policy.
Third, although thc focus school concept presupposes choice, it does not
take the position that choice alone will yicld the diversity or gencrate the
theme schuols desired; instcad, it is assumed that the emergence of such

schools requires explicit policy commitment and pursuit.

Fourth, the role of parents in the focus school is not necessarily
very differcnt from their role in most other schools—beyond the
considcrablc cmpowerment of school selcction. Fifth, and in sharp contrast
to at lcast some currcotl proposals, the focus schools concept as formulated

by Hill, Fostcr, and Gendler (1990) has littlc to say about instruction, It [s
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irreortant that students be committed to their school and their education,
but by implication, that need not require rendering content in pasticular
ways. School orientation and organization apparently have more to do with

student commitment and effort than does the technology of instruction.

Sixth, and most broadly, the focus school concept differs from
other contemporary ideas about school governance. Although
decentralization and site management are recommended, they are of a
special and somewhat rare type. It is not site management engaging
parents and community in school governance that is sought. That
arrangement would risk the unfortunate effect of simply shifting the
current interest group basis of school district politics to the building level.
Rather, the site policy-makers are to be the school staff, teachers as well
as principal. "Focus schools are not democracies” because they cannot
stand ready "to renegotiate their basic terms" (Hill, Foster, & Gendler,
1990, p.39). "A focus school...is built around specific educational and
ethical principles, not around accommodating the interests of all parties"
(p-xi). To seek to respond more directly to the constituents of any given
year would preclude a stable focus, and it would move schools constantly
toward moderating and compromising their direction, thus intensifying the
tendency to "regress to the mean” that distinctive schools must combat, For
instance, it would have the effect of moving “"open" schools toward
becoming more traditional, or a humanities magnet toward [ncluding the
technical. It thus must be the staff operating the program who defines the
school's essential profile. Hill, Foster, and Gendler reported that in the
focus schools they observed, parents are not "partners in the educational
process” and do not strongly influence the school {p.52). Parent

empowerment rests in the opportunity to choose the school, or to select

another one.

Focus school types are not all similar in these ways, however, and

there are also major school-to-school differences. For instance, In the

26

o
Do



Block School mentioned earlier, an alternative school, parent involvement
is itself the focus. So it would obviously be an exception (o the claim that
the focus genre is nol committed to any special degree of parent
involvement. There are at least two other major differences among focus
school types. One pertains to teacher versus principal empowerment.
Alternative schools tend toward broader teacher empowerment and less
status differentials than otner high schools. Catholic schools, on the other
hand, tend to extend more power and influence to principals (Bryk, Lee,
& Holland, 1993). A second difference of at least equal significance among
focus schools is the role of innovative curriculum and its presentation, and
to enhanced pedagogical method. Catholic schools, and perhaps specialty
schools, do not seem lo hold such improvements essential, while

alternative schools and the more extensively developed magnet schools do.

It is clear, then, that focus schools are far from identical as to lype
and substance. But their various characteristics may suggest reasons for the

effectiveness they apparently share.
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FOCUS SCHOOL ESTABLISHMENT

Any scheo! or district genuinely committe:’ -1 improving its impact
on students might give serious consideration to the focus schools idea. The
advantages noted earlier add up to three strengths central to school
improvement that are olten elusive. One advantage is that focus schools
represent the combination of programmatic and organizational
modifications necessary to substantial, durable school improvement. Over
the years, efforts centering only on one or the other of these have yielded
disappointing returns. The fong history of allempts at curricular and
instructional changes suggests the dilficulty of success, short of
accompanying organizational change. And findings to date about school
based managemenl—a major effort al organizaticna! change—suggest that
instructional improvement may not be realized for a long time, if at all.
Thus, establishing focus schools, or converling existing schools, offers
substantial benefits as an eflective change strategy. It targets program
change, but in the very process of creating it, the teachers involved are

engaging in organizational changes.

A second strength of focus schools Is their positive impact on
teachers. The ncw roles and responsihilities, the new mode of relationships
with colleagues, and the prerogatives Involved in creating and sustaining a
focus school, all enhance tcachcr satlsfaction—and simullaneously,

strengthen teachers' sense of cllicacy, commitment, and efforts.

A third strength of focus schools is their effect on students. They
generale increased academic effort and success, keep students in school
until they successlully complete coursework, and make a sironger "imprint"
upon youngsters than do other schools, thereby more extensively

influencing the kind of adults they become (Grant, 1985).
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The advantages appear substanlial. There are also, however,
challenges and obstacles to be met in claiming the advantages. These are
of two general types: one concerns the feasibility of focus schools; the
other, more fundamentally, concerns their desirability. Looking first at the

matter of desirability:

We face a number of serious challenges with respect to education
today, many of them posed by the failure of traditional assumptions and
prior policy choices to squa® -vith contemporary circumstances and new
knowledge about what makes schools successful. We have discovered that
the assignment of students to neighborhood schools segregales them
racially and socioeconomically. We have learned that the "common school"
we sought is not truly common, but a system separating and tracking
children according Lo alleged ability levels. We have learned that the
common school's omnibus approach to accommodation yiclds an
institution that fuils to inspire and engage its constituents. We have
multiple kinds of evidence that the public is dissatisfied with the schools,
both with the way they operate and with their results. We also know that
there are many problems with the way that schools are controlled

exiernally, governed internally, and made accountable to the public.
PoLicy ISSUES

The many policy questions pased by such challenges include these:
Should we move Lo focus schools in preference to schools that are
allegedly comprehensive? Should we seck other means than neighborhood
school assignment to assemble schoo! populations? If so, should it be by
other assignment methods or by families’ own choice? If by choice, how do
we assure the rights of individuals and equity for all that comprehensive

high schools champion?
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Although what is most central in considering focus schools differs
in emphasis from what is usually primary in discussions of school choice,
focus schools are-a subset of schools of choice. A special theme or focus
would have no point without the option to affiliate on the basis of interest
and attraction. As schools of choice, the genre poses the standard policy
questions of all choice systems: How can we assure equily, with respect to
access and resources, if schools differ? How do we avoid impoverishing the
human and other resources of non-focus schools? How do we provide all
families with the information nzedeu to choose a schoaol and with the
transportation access to implement it? In a choice arrangement, how do
we make possible the assembling of the like-minded constituents {teachers,
students, parents) that school effectiveness research recommends, while
avciding homogeneity based on race, wealth, or ability? How do we
maintain the kind and amount of contro! necessary to the effectiveness of
schools, while allowing them enough autonomy to implement their own

visions of education?

Any school organization pattern has characteristic policy challenges
and its own pitfalls to be avoided (Raywid, 1990/1991). The types discussed
above apply to focus or theme schools, since they are schools of choice.
Below, these issues are raised in the context of decisions specific to focus

schools.

There are also other challenges and obstacles confronting focus
schools that pertain to their feasibilily in relation to the realities of the
existing education system. For instance: How can distinctive schools be
created and sustained within systems designed to assure uniformity? How
can small focus schools be crealed, given the large school plants now in
existence? How can teachers be persuaded to willingly change their roles,
relationships, and responsibilities in the face of collective bargaining
agreements that regulate such matters? How can costs associated with

change be covered, while avoiding related charges of inequity? How can
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focus schools, deliberately conceived to differ from one another, and nol

even necessarily in parallcl ways, be controlled?

Recognilion of the need for systemwide change is important if we
are lo overcome such challenges. Focus schools will not Lhrive unless there
are concomitant changes at the district level Lo permil their success.
Agreemenis at the top level lo relax regulalions, or allow exceplions, are
ofien Ignored at middle management levels—the nemesis of Innovation and
non-standard programs. Arrangements thal involve formal petilioning for
waivers [rom existing rules and regulatlons are nol only Ume-consuming
bul often [rustrating in outcome. Focus schools represent a considerable
departure from Lhe common school traditlon supporting the
comprehensive high sehool. Muking them work requlres real change in the
arrangements evolved In implementing the common school model. New
policies will be necessary and old struclures and practices musl give way.
New cenlral office and middle manngement cullures must be crealed, wilh
new assumplions and commitments. Otherwise, the new focus schools will
find themselves inundaled by a continulng siruggle with an incompalible
system.

I"mACTICE ISSUES

Some arc concerned that physleal, rather than organizational
realltics, mitigate ngalnst focus schools: school enrollment is too small,
rural schools are too lar apart, urbnn school buildings are loo immense lo
permit specinlized and differcntluted schools. The emphasis on smaliness
shared by several types of focus schools [unctions as an enabler in Lhis
regard, permitting the divlsion even of a relatively small school inlo
separale programs with different foci. An elementary school with more
than one class per grude level, for instance, could create a school-wilhin-
a-school arrangement. All that is necessary lo a focus program is, say, a

single class al each of thrce conscculive grade levels, Lo assure 4 minimal
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three-year continuity. Focus programs lasting a shorter time will be unable
to reap the benefits of the arrangement. They may be unable to develop
the community—the climate and ethos and relationships—that figures so
prominently in success. As evidence from magnet schools suggests, it may
take se veral years for the benefits to students to peak (Musumeci &

Szc ypkoweki, 1991). At the high school level, an enrollment large enough
to sustain a teaching staff spanning the major disciplines will suffice. Thus,
a secondary focus school of & 100 students and four teachers can manage

nicely.

The physicai plant design challenge is perhaps easiest to meet.
There is no reason why large school buildings cannot be broken down into
multiple mini-schools totally separate and independent of one another.
This is what New York City schools have done to adapt old buildings 1o
modern needs. They have severed the connection between "school
building” and "school." Thus, a single building may house as many as five
schools. This differs from the more [amiliar school-within-a-school
arrangement whereby a new unit is created within a larger one that dilfers
in some respects (e.g., purpose, focus, target group) from the host school.
The school-within-a-school arrangement has been criticized as causing
tensions and resentments when created within existing schools. It has also
sometimes been difficult for schools-within-schools to gain sufficient
separation and distance from the host school to sustain a distinct identity.
To date, such difficulties have not been linked with arrangements housing

several separate mini-schools in the same building.

The creation of such mini-schools illustrates Sarason's (1971)
muxim that it is easier (o start a pew school than 10 change an existing
one. Ruther than divide up an cxlsting school into several mini-schools, it
might he preferable to close the old one officially and begin ancw. This
not only circumvents the dilficullics of changing existing customs and

culture, but also crcates an enlarged pool of teachers for the new focus
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schools if they are not limited lo tbe staif of one building. This makes
possible new combinations of people. 1t also increascs Lthe chances of
leachers finding like-minded colleagues with whom Lo collaborale in

forming new schoals.

When teachers in an innovative New York Cily district were {irst
offered the opportunily to collaborale with colleagues in designing their
own programs for focus schoois, they responded with skeplicism. The
superintendenl had lo bring in several oulside teachers lo sel up shop, in
order 1o convince the olbers Lthat the offer was genuine and that Lhey
wauld be supported in operaling distinclive schools. Once the precedent
was sct, however, volunteers began Lo come lforward. Over Lhe next len
ycars, a number of sclf-sclecled teacher lzams developed proposals and

launched their own focus schools.

The now famous Community School District 4 of East Harlem
adopied this stralegy of offering opportunilics and incenlives to the
intercsted, instead of pressing decisions from the top. As new schools werc
added upon the initiative of tcachers, what might have been union
resistance cvaporaled. Once Lhe teachers' union was assured that teacbers
were nol being pressured o work longer hours, or leach oul of area, or
lake on new responsibilitics— bul were doing so ol Lheir own
volition—union concerng were satisffed. It ook longer fos the union Lo
recognize that strlct obsetvanee ol teachers' seniority transfer rights is
incompatible with the new focus schools, but official union representatives
on the commitlees that staffed several of the new high schools opening in
New York a year ago—all focts schools—seem Lo have convinced these
individuals at least il is not possible have both. And since the unien, loo, is
interested in the professionil empowerment (liese schools offer eachers,

the union wanls them lo succeed.
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Eguity Issues

At times, non-focus schools within a district have opjected to
alleged favoritism and preferential treatment for the innovative programs.
These is no question: that change efforts have expenses attached, and that
a new school incurs special start-up costs. New equipment and supplies
may be needed, and if the staff is to design a new program, the time to do
so must be underwriiten. Overtime cannot be treated as the stafl’s
contribution. Moreover. for some {ocus schools~—e.g., those whose focus is
technology or computers—special costs are not just attached to start-up but
may contiave. It is also the casc, however, the focus schoals have becn
able lo attract outsidc funds, corporate and philanthropic, so that their

expenses do not coniinue to drain district funds.

Is the initial supplcmental funding justils thle? Extra funds from the
district seem reasonable to get a new program under way. If we arc
serious about school improvement, it must involve change, and, as one pair
of analysts put it, "change is resource-hungry" (Fullan & Miles, 1992). So
long as the additional resources are availuble for all who are willing to
take up the reform effort, It does not seem inappropriate to make them

availahlc only as an Incentive to stimulate improvement.
ADMINISTRATIVE BSSUES

A [Inal concern about the idea of focus schaols is whether they will
yicld administrative chnos. How, it is somctimes asked, can such disparate
units be coordinated and controlled, and, if control is not possible, how
can they he kept nccountable? The saswer lics partly in the systemic
rcform with which we hegun. It would be difficult 1o maintain normai
bureaucratic contrat over disparate units and permit them to remain
disparate at the same time. To atlempt to do so would be to blunt their

distinctiveness. This mcuns thut 4 new administrative oricnlation—ncw
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policy and practice—will be Important. The necd for accountability
measures and moniloring abate considerably with focus schools, however,
since they are accountable to their constitucints. As Hill, Foster, and

Gendler put it:

Faculty and staff of focus schools are accountable lo one another
and to the school's immediate community—parents, students, and
others who depend on their performance. Higher authorities exist,
but they do not figure prominently in the school's day-to-day
operation. (1990, p.51)
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SELECTION OF A FOCUS

We wrn now [rom etamining focus school types and their overall
quallties to looking a1 a number of questions related to focus school
desipgn: the seleclion of a locus, crileria to be met, and the development of

a productive theme.

Not all foci are desirable or acceptabie, and even among those that
appear lo be, not jusl any theme or focus will prove success[ui in guiding a
school. Twa broad criteria [or assessing theme or focus possibililies, one a
malter of principle and the other a matter of effectiveness, must be
applied. These are enumerated below, [ollowed by a discussion of

additional issues to be considered when sclecting a [ocus.
ISSUES OF PRINCIFLE

Given the national commitment la cquily, a school’s focus sheuld
nol segregale students along racial, cthnic, religious, gender, or
socioeconomic class lines. The courts [ound impermissible exclusionary
arrangements Lhal funclion o discriminale againsl the afrcady
disadvantaged. Thus, theme schools such as magnets for the gifled and
talented that admil only the ablest or best performing students have met
with increasing crilicism. Various policics have becn adopted to prevent
achievement requirements from barring disadvanlaged and/or low
performing students. One solution to the challenge ol assuring equity in
theme or locus schools is Minnesola's school choice law which prohibits
allogether admissions requircments based on students' past academic
performance or behavior. Another is Monlclair, New Jersey's sysiem,
where programs labelled "gilted and talented” exist, bul any family wishing
to caroll its children in them may do so—on the assumption that all
children have gifts and talents. Another approach is New York Cily's,

where a quarter of the scats in semi-scleclive high schools are saved fot
i6
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students who are admitted by lottery, even though they [ail & mect the

school’s admission requiremunts.

A less exclusionary bul nonctheless segregative arrangement is to
select themes or {foci that will appeal to high performing, collegebound
students but not to others. A High School of Science and Mathematics, for
example, is likely to draw only such students. The segregative &éffects of
any discipline-based theme may be considerable, since only Lthe highly
motivaied student is likely to be atlracted by a disciplinary focus in Lhe
first place—and only the high achieving student is likely Lo be conlident
enough to tackle science and mathematics. Such foci have understandably

been challenged as inequitable (sce Moore & Davenport, 1990).

Theme schools designed Lo serve a particular disadvantaged
minorily are sometimes, but not always, considered a different matter, An
early allernative school for Hispanic youngstcrs, Casa de la Raza in
Berkeley, posed problems relaied Lo both the Constitulion and the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 (Appleton, 1973). Schools targeted explicitly for
African American males, and excluding all olhers, have also been
challenged in the courts (Jones, 1991). As this hislory suggests, schools
with a iheme or focus that targets a particular group lo the exclusion of
others are likely to be found illcgal. More recently, however, the Legacy
School [or Integrated Studics, one of New York's 34 new small high
schools, seems to have raised no questions in this regard. This school
largets African Amecrican children and the poor, although it does not
exclude athers. Thereflore, a focus that largets a disadvantaged group may
be deemed permissible provided it does not bar others. This is the
situation preseotly, but the non-exclusion mandate is being challenged by
cvidence that both hoys (especinlly, perhaps, black hoys) and girls may
benefll edu wlonally from schools that are segregated on the hasis of sex

{Joncs, 11 Lee, 1991; Shnkeshaft & Libreseo, nad.).
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Schools for marginal students, or programs targeted for
disadvanlaged or dropout pronc youngstcrs, also raise concerns. A greal
many such programs have been started in the decade since prevenling
dropping oul and functional illiteracy have been perceived a major
challenge. One concern is whether grouping such youngslers according (o
their alleged deficiencies is a form of tracking, since, in the last decade,
inequities of tracking have been made increasingly apparent (Oakes,1985;
Wheelock, 1992). Tracking tends to segregate and to sysiemaltically and
permanently further disadvanlage students who are already having
difficully in school. Thus, it is a praclice that focus schools should not
extend. And programs targeted just for at-risk students clearly "run the risk
of becoming...warchouses for sludents deemed undesirable by conventlonal

schools” (Wehlage el al., 1989, p.198).

In their study of 14 schoals effectlive in dealing wilh such students,
Wehlage and colleagues drew a dislinction between "malching" and
"tracking." The former allempls lo respond to the needs of al-risk sludenls
while refusing lo compromise high aspiralions and expeclalions for them.
What is known about the importance of posilive peer role models,
however, and aboul the benelils of mixes lhal expose poorly molivaled and
tow-performing students Lo the highly molivailed and achieving, suggesls
thal ideal school condilions do not isolale low-performing students {from
others (Coleman et al., 1966). Perhaps focus schools wilh an emphasis that
is interest-based rather than needs-based might accommodale many al- sk
students from the starl. In any event, unless inlerest-based focus schools
remain a continuing oplion for youngslers enrolled in needs-focused

schools, the latter would indeed appear an updaled form of tracking.

Bul exclusionary or segregative effects are nol Lthe only grounds
upon whicl & particutar theme or focus might be found Innppropriate for
public schools. Consider a school representing the perspective of a fringe

and racist para-military group. Or a school whose {ocus [s elther an

I8
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integrally religion-related one such as crealionism, or a quasi
religion-relaled one such as Scientology? On the one hand, it is important
to ackriowledge that a major purpose of establishing focus schools is the
awareness that not all themnes or foci suil all preferences. On the other
hand, it seeras legitimate to bar the establishment in public schools of
special purpose or focus programs thal violate either the Nation’s
Conslitulion or stale or Federal law, and/or that stand in clear opposition
10 state or Federal policy. It would appear that the Constitution's
separation of church and state would deem a religion-centered focus
unacceplable for a public school, and that stale and Federal policy would

oppose a para-mililary, fringe focus.
Issugs OF EFFECTIVENESS

The qucslion of which thcmes or foci are acccptahle in principie is
different from the mattcr of which of them are likely to provc cffeclive
and successlul. As suggested earlier, the school's focus or special purposc
should serve two broad functions: first, it should attract a group of
youngslers and adulls sharing an interest or oricntation useful in
articulating an instructionas! program. Not all intercsis would scrve cqually
well in this regard. Second, a theme or focus should promote coherence in
the school's overal! instructional program, enabling students (and teachers)
Lo encounler Lhc conncclions between onc study or academic discipline
and another. Not all themes can do this, It is important, then, in designing
a focus school to consider what sorts of themcs or foci serve: these

purposes mosl effeclivcly.

Convenlional schools tend o assume Lhal ahility and performance
levels are effcelive bascs for grouping youngsters in that they rccommend
parlicular educational content and trealments. Thus, ahilily lcvels hecome
the hasis for taany grouping decisions. It has heen thought hy many that

high-achicving youngsters should be separated to constitute onc
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instructional group, and that low-achievers should constitute another.
Public Law 94-142 has strengthened such assumplions still further by
suggesting that children with any classifiable disability require teachers with
special preparation. Several arguments and devclopments now challenge
such assumptions. \
First are the inequilies of such separations suggested previously:
segregalion of the most able deprive all other sludents of the motivation
and role modeling the high-achievers would ofTer. The homogeneous
groupings ‘esulting [rom such segregation can have extensive negative
consequences for olher youngsters, as Coleman and his colleagues (1966)

long ago showed.

Sccond, there is less reason Lo belicve that whal average, or even
poor, studenls necd instructionally is very dilferent [rom what the ablest
need. Now, in light of the educational goal Lo cullivale higher level
intellectual processes in aill students, and the beliel thal all are capable of
such attainment, dilferentiating between groups on the basis ol anticipated
achicvement is less defensible. It is nol clear cither that low-schievers need
pedagogicat (realments dillerent lrom high-achicvers. Possibly, Lhe major
dilference belween high- and low-achievers is only that the latter are more
dependent on good instruction in order (o learn. For instanee, 4 much
quoted address of several years ago, by a specialist on |carning,
emphasized the importance lor all of learning that is cooperative, active,
conlextualized, and concrelized (Resnick, 1987). These features, in lact,
arc those olien emphasized as important for working wilh youngslers
considered at risk (Wehlage ct al, 1989). Wehlage and colleagues reached
the following conelusions [rom their study of cllective programs for

youngslers st risk:
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Recommendations developed from our study...will benefit many
students who may not be labeled at risk...[WJhat is good for at-risk
students is usually good for other students as well; given this, we
view the implications of our research as pertinent to the
improvement of most schools. (1989, p.f)

Moreover, at least some ol those educators specializing in the
programs and environments mast beneficial to the giflted have noted their
similarity to those of alternative schools promoled as a model for the
restructuring of all schools (J. Renzulli, personal communication, 1993).
Thus the casc that youngsters of dilferent ability levels need differcent
curricula and instructional treatments is increasingly more difficult to

make.

Third, advocates of theme or focu. chools suggest that sludent
interests and orientations, and family valuc preferences. may ofler far
more practical guidance for educating than do ability levels. There is little
reason L0 believe that just because one youngster is as bright as another
the two hold any intcrests in common: two bright children may be
interested in very different things. Thus, what may prove motivational and
otherwise clfective in working with one may not scrve well for the other. Tt
is alleged that what intcrests youngsters—or their goals and aspirations, or
the value patterns of their families—may offer a lot morc direction for
engaging them in productive Icarning than whether they share similar
intclligence levels or grade levels or achicvement patterns. Thus, student
interest in drama, technology, or democratic living, may well function lo
articulate a full curriculum for a group of students throughout a middle

school or high school carcer.
OTHER 1SSUES

It has already been suggested that & focus targeting a particular

group of students may be undesirable in principle and conlra-indicated in
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practice as well. Even those who have writlcn about allegedly "special
needs" populations often asserl that what these youngsters need would
benefit others also, though it may be less essential for them. Thus, foci
secking 1o separate youngslers according to needs may noi be the most
produclive educational practice. So, what sort of foci might prove more

effective? Several types are discussed below.

Curriculum

Magnel schools, especially at the high school level, have typically
selected a curricular theme (Blank el al.,, 1983). According o the recent
American Institutes for Research study, 38 percent of the nation’s magnet
programs emphasize particular content {Steel & Levine, 1994). Math-
science-engineering, computer science, humanities, and multicultural
studies are the themes most [requently selected. As is apparent, each of
these themes conslitutes a particular discipline, wilh the exception of
multicultural studies, which constitules a topical focus instead of a
scholarly disclpline. Cther topical themes are also popular, and Steel and
Levine (1994) report that 42 percent of the nation’s secondary school

magnels have a career-vocational theme.

Use ol a theme in @ magnet schoo! ranges all the way from simply
providing extra eleclive courses in the theme area to elaborate efforts to
infuse the entire educational program with content related to the theme (o
give it overall coherence (Blank e1 al., 1983). Appareatly, however, many
magnet schools have not attempted Lo integrate the curriculum through the
theme; in many magnelts the theme is reflected largely in special clective
courses that treat it in depth. According to studies critical of the
fragmentation ol the curriculum, and urging grealer coheience across
students’ programs of study {Sizer, 1984), magnet schools with this
approach may not offer much of an advantage. They may give students the
opporlunily to spend more time on content they enjoy, but they (ail to

render the currlculum as a whole much more meaningful or engaging.
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Instruction

By contrast, magnet and other focus schools selecting a pedagogical
or instructional theme may havc an advantage with regard to cohesion,
since a particular instructional approach to pursuing content can more
readily be applied across the curriculum than can a theme based on
content. Such advantages have nol been extensively pursued, howcver. The
mosi recent magnet school study reports that most magnets with an
instructional focus are at the elementary school level, and that even there
they constitute the foci of fewer than a third (30 percent) of cxisting
magnet schools and programs (Steel & Levine, 1994).

An instructional approach locus has bcen cven morc rarc at the
sccondary level, although some alternative schouls, like City-As-School and
Walkabout or Challenge Education, have stylcd themsclves according to an
instructional orientation. Such a focus, lhough, is receiving incrcasing
altention in at Icast some of the kigh school programs associaied with the
Coalition of Esscntial Schools. Al Central Park East Sccondary School in
Manhattan, for instance, the theme is the cultivation of five "Habits of
Mind," which are [ive questions to be poscd aboul any new content or
questions encountered, irrespective of specific substance. (The [five arc:
What is the evidence? Whal viewpoint arc we hcaring? How does this
connect or it in? Can we imagine alicrnatives? and, What differcnce does

it make? [Henderson & Meicr, n.d.])

The focus of the Urhan Academy, anothcr member of the
Coalition of Essential Schools, is the inquiry method—an approach to
tcaching and learning also applied within the school across the full
curriculum (Raywid, 1994). In both thcse schools, the instructional
approach focus serves ta unify the school's program by tackling all content
in a somewhal similar way—Il.e., by problecmatizing it so that students must
come at it similarly, irrcspective of the content, in an effort to make new

knowledge meaningful. This lcnds a continuity and unily typically missing

43

g



in the comprehensive high school, and not cven alway: present in magnet

schools.

Such an instructional approach focus seems to have advantages,
despite the [act thal for some students it is probably a less obvious
attractor than a substantive [ocus. Students ol Central Park East
Secondary School or the Urban Academy, thal is, might not respond in
terms of the five Habits of Mind or the inquiry method il asked what is
special or distinctive about their school. In both schocls, the answer 1o
such a question might well have to do with the way students are trealed, ox
the intercsting nature of classes—hoth of which relate to and result from

the instructional foci of the schools,

Thus, it is likely that students wifl find a conteni theme, rather
than un instructional [ocus, mare salicnt. They are more ahle to relate to
the theme, and it may he what altracts them to the school. They may he
less conscious of or less explicit about a focus, although school traits

important to them may be associaled with the focus.

This differcace is significant hecause it questions the salicnce of the
coatent for most high school students: doces content sulficiently cngage
most students? And, is what they study the most important thing ahout
school? A number af cducators so assume. For instance, & recent study of
carcer magnct s-hools attributes their differential ellects to the extent to
which they have developed, and students can pursue, the announced theme
(Crain, Hechner, & Si, 1992). John Goaodlad (1983), on the other hand,
concluded thal it is not reully the curriculum of a school that determines
the way sludenls and even staff respond to it. Instead, responsc is
determined hy the way their lives arc daily played out there. This would
suggest thul the primary determinants of haw people leel about a
school—and hence are committed to i, and willing to expend clTort in

relation (o il—muy be more a matter ol school climate and aura than of
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curricular substance. This would place a premium not just on the
announced theme or focus, but on the activitics, attitudes, and ethos that

accompany it.

Philesophy

This leads us to a third type of focus, in addition to content or
method, that lends coherence to a school program and serves to assemble
a like-minded group of students and adults. Its oricntation is broad enough
to be likened to a "philosophy" or worldview. The "[ree” schools of the
"60s, the "open" schools of the '60s and '70s, and the "traditional" or
"fundamental" schools of the '70s and '80s have all tended to be of this
type. As the labels suggest, focus schools of this sort take a particular
approach to instruction, but also do a great deal more. Each has a [airly
distinct set of educational goals and projects a clear character ideal ot
model, and advocates a tecognizable oullook on life and its purpose. Each
of these types of schoals is likely to attract a constituency that is like-
minded not only about education but also about hroader beliefs and
values. The result is a school that rellects a genuine community of the kind
James Coleman (1985) described some years ago, tracing the remarkable
parallels between a school in West Virginia and a very atypical onc in
South Chicago. In both cases, there was extensive similarity among the

worldviews of the [amilics of students.

Those most concerncd about the [ragmentation and isolation of
contemporary life, and about thc anomic and alicnation of many young
people, might well be drawn to a focus school of this sort: onc which could
attract and reflect a group of families that perhaps weren't cven a
geographic community (i.e., an urban neighborhood), but that represent an
identity community or refcrence group so [ar as helicls and values are
conccrned. It is this kind of focus that yiclds the advantages frequently
attributed to the best private schools and to parochial schools (Grant, 198l;

Colcman & Hofler, 1987). They can foster strong home-school tics and
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mutual support. A shared set of assumptions and values, and acceplance
of the resulting practices, can bring coherence lo the school’s program and
molivaic studenls to apply themselves to it. This type of focus probably
has stronger centripelal effcets than the special purpose schools that are
either conlent- or instruction-focused. And it may be a major lactor in
cultivating the values and attitudes associaled with citizenship education

and character development.

In his study of the decline of the high school and his ensuing
conclusions aboul "schools thal make an imprint," Grant (1985; 1988)
offcred a persuasive explanation ior why a focus based on philosophy is
especially unilying. The ability of a school to make much difference in the
minds and hearts and character of ils students depends, says Grant, upon
whether il can creaie a "sirong positive ethos." The teachers and
cuministrators who constitute a school are; in the final analysis, "crcaling a
world." They build an intelleclual ard moral order which together define
the school's cthos. The strength of that ethos depends in part upon its
content and ultimaltely in part upon the extent to which the school’s
various conslitucnis—parents, students, teachers—conscn' lo it. This places

a premivm on the importance of shared ouliooks.

Grant (1988) also showed the virtual impossibility of crealing such
an ethos within a burcaucratic school organization. It is not just the -
often-cited obstacles of size and {fragmentation and lack of agreement that
make the creation of such & schoot difficull, he asserted; it is also Lhe sort
of moral order that burcaucracy imposcs with ils commitments Lo legalism,
impartiality, and minimalist maral imposition. [T we renlly want "schools
that make an imprint," said Grant, then we must ereate distinctive
cducational communitics "in which all are hound by some transcendent
ideals and common commilments o un articulaled sense of the public

good for which public education exlsts” (p.187).
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Now aobviously, this makes for a focus of a very explicit kind. It
calls for schools that both reflect and seek to sustain a community beyond
themselves. It consciously takes a school in a direction differcnt from that
of a common school with a melting pot function. Those who are most
concerned about the fragmentation of contemporary life and the lack of
affiliation il imposes, and by the accompanying anomie and violence, are
likely to sce the creation of a school community as essential to an
education that is to matter. Others, however, have warned of the
unfortunate consequences that can result—insularity, and ideological or
group domination (see, e.g., Everhart, 1988; 1993; Peshkin, 1986). It would
appear, then, that there are pitfalls to be avoided with either position
taken: the comprehensive, omnibus school reflects minimal commonality,
leaves youngsters without much community, and the education dispensed
may be minimally effective for many. On the other hand, a focus school
that manages to assemble a group with high coherence carries the risks of
becoming too powerful in channeling growth, and, thus, can stultify the
individual. In part, the latter risk is a matter of particularily, with some
themes—e.g,, perhaps a fundamentalist religious orientation, or a racial
orientation—posing greater risks of insularity ani? "turning inward" than
others. Human beings have found it difficult to build a strong in-group
without simultaneously creating an out-group. To the extent that a school
is successful in building a strong sense of community, such a challenge

needs attention.

Whether a projected special purpose school should select a content
theme or an instructional or philosophical focus is itsell a question
dcserving of careful attention. But that is not the only question to be
explored in determining the direction of such schools, At least four uther
matters, all ielated to school productivity—its cflectiveness and
success~should be strongly considerd when selecting and claborting a

particular facus.
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Productivity

First, in selecling a focus il is important to devisc one of syfficient
breadth to arliculate a full school program, providing direction for decisions
on courses and conlenl—pedagogy, extracurricular activities, scheduling,
and even school organization. The mare school componcenls the focus can
drive, the greater the coherence it will supply. Thus, for example, themes
such as weather or climate, auto mechanics, or learning from

individualized learning packels are probably insufficient to the rask.

Second, the theme or focus should have real and immediate
directive significance, nol be merely ritualistic, superficial, or rhetorical.
Thus, a school with the theme of "a variety of teaching techniques,” or
"developmentally appropriale instruction,” or "determining cach child’s
lalents," or one so vague as "helping all children learn," is unlikely to be

able to fully realize the advanlages of themcs or foci.

A third quality of a good theme is logical coherence. A school whose
theme is no more specific than "Lotsa Good Stulf' defeals the purpose of
theme adoption, Teacher teams lacking fundame .... agreemenl among
their members someltimes amrive at a theme like this, constructed on an
additive basis Lhal allows each person to pursue one or more pel projects.
Hence a school may proclaim its theme as something like "We have an
arls project, grandparents reading lo youngslers, and we lake ficld trips."
These are whal the Chicago Consorlium on School Research has called
"Christmas tree" schools (Bryk, Easton, Kerbow, Rollow, & Scbring, 1993),
and what others have suggested may reflect a malady they identify as
"projectitis” (Hill & Bonan, 1991). Such schools are marked by a rich array
of projecls and aclivities and sometimes resources and malerials; the
branches of the Christmas trec school glitter with ornaments (Bryk ct al,,
1993), There are two major limitalions of such themes, however. First, they
cannot provide logical coherence for # school becausc the activities and

projecls are by naturc disparate and unconnccted, And sceond, us a resull,
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they cannot scrvc to assemble a group of likc-minded school constituenls—
rather oply an assemblage able Lo identifly strongly with one or lwo items

of interest on the projects lisl.

A fourth and [inal requisite of a good theme or focus is that il
should have transformative pawer—which is not so much a [unction of the
theme's qualily as of the scriousness wilb which it is taken. The advantages
of focus schools perlain to greatly enhancing Lheir appeal to constitucnts
and their ability to provide students with a superior education. These goals
can be realized only if the traditional school model is modificd
considernbly. Far more than pe.ipheral or narrow-gauged changes arc
imncated. Ttis pol just a matter of re-diing one or lwo componenls, even
such central ones as curriculum andfor pedagogy. Resiructuring involves
both fundemental and pervasive change in the way o schaol is organized.
Rules, roles, relutinpships, und responsibilities must be reconligured, aleng
will such struclural components us schedules, administrative units, and
goverpunce—nnd, of course, rethinking content und its preseptution. A
theme or focus sehobl that fullills the promise of the focus school concept

is wist o reafructired school—or it has failed (o deliver.
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