The 10th Bracey Report
On the Condition of Public

Education

Mr. Bracey provides a brief history to set the stage for his 10th-anniversary assessment
of the condition of public education in the U.S.

BY GERALD W. BRACEY

N THIS 10th-anniversary Bracey
Report, it seems appropriate to
chronicle how the reports came to
be in the first place. | believe that
this history leads to an important
conclusion, which I'll discuss be-
low. The Bracey Reports happened
virtually by accident,arising from an odd
concatenation of almost unrelated events
— unless, of course, you believe in fate.

It'sAll Richard Cohen'’s Fault

Upto4November 1990,1 was,in some
ways,atypical public school parent. | had
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grown up in a college town, and that col-
lege (William and Mary) had produced a
number of my teachers, who,in turn, were
oriented toward making us successful at
their ama mater should we go there, as |

ultimatdly did. Still, | thought my own kids
were getting a better, deeper, richer, and
more challenging educationthan | had re-
ceived. For instance, they learned biology
intermsof DNA, genetics,ecology, and so
on. | memorized phyla. Ontheother hand,
though | could see the high quality of the
education they were getting, | also knew
that the schoolswerein crisisbecausethe
newspapers and sundry television specias
kept telling me so. (One TV specidl, as|

recal, carried the title “Is Anybody Out
There Learning?’) Then, too, the claims
from A Nation at Risk were al around.
So, had a pollster asked, | would proba-
bly have given the typical public school

parent's answer: the local schools are okay,
but theres a crisis out there somewhere.

All that began to change on that morn-
ingin November. Asl sipped my first cup
of coffee, | read inthe Denver Posta col-
umn by Washington Post columnist Rich-
ard Cohen, titled “Johnny’s Miserable
SATS” Reading Cohen's column was a
life-changing event, though | had no ink-
ling of that at the time.

When evauating SAT scores, most peo-
plesperspective startsat the average, 500.
They look up from there to the perfect 800
or downto thelowest possible score, 200.
Cohen started at 800 and looked down. He
seemed to feel that anything less than an
800 was a step toward perdition.

Hisanalysisled meto conduct my own
SAT trend analysis. | knew that aCollege
Board panel had concluded that as much
asthree-fourthsof thewidely reported de
cline had stemmed from changes in the
population taking the test: more minorities,
more women, more students with medi-
ocre high school records. By 1990, though,
13 years had elapsed since that panel’sre-
port, and no one had taken asystematic look
at SAT trendssince. Trying to take demo-
graphic changes into account, | conclud-
ed that since 1963 there had been a small
decline in the verbal score and a minus-
cule gain in the mathematics score.

| sent my analysis to Education Week,
which published it on 21 November 1990
under thetitle“ SAT Scores:Miserable or
Miraculous?’ Other data began to arrive.
| looked into dropout rates and found
them much lower than | had read in the
popular press. And the results from the
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Second International Mathematics Study
didn't seem as direto me asthe headlines
had portrayed them. Iris Rotberg, then at
theRAND Corporation, and Harold Hodg-
kinson of the Ingtitute for Educationa Lead-
ership also supplied data that seemed to
mute the alarms set off by A Nation at
Risk.

Then | received a peculiar phone call
from Lee Bray, a the time a vice presi-
dent at the Sandia National Laboratories
in Albuquerque. It was peculiar inthat, if
| thought of Sandiaat all,| envisioned hy-
drogen bombs exploding because Sandia
made the plutonium triggersfor those de-
vices. But Bray said that he and a group
of engineers had assembled a lot of evi-
dence about the condition of public edu-
cation,that his evidence corroborated my
analysisof SAT scores, and that,since he
wascoming to Denver anyway, weshould
meet for dinner and look at the stuff.

Wedid that. A couple of months|ater,
Robert Huelskamp, one of the three en-
gineerswho actually wrote what cameto
be known as the Sandia Report, came to
Denver, and we played show and tell with
our data for most of a day. | then said,
“Let’s take all this information and pub-
lish it somewhere.” He said, “We can't.
Wehaveinterna political problems.” Lat-
er he recounted a time when he and the
rest of the team had gone to Washington
and presented theanalysisto staffersfrom
Congress, the Department of Energy, and
the Department of Education. When the
presentation wasover, DavidK earns, for-
mer CEO of Xerox and then deputy sec-
retary of education,said something along
the lines of, “You bury this or I'll bury
you.” (Julie Miller’s 9 October 1991 Ed-
ucation Week article, “Report Question-
ing ‘Crisis'in Education Triggersan Up-
roar,” was not so specific. It said only,
“Administration officias, particularly Mr.
Kearns, reacted angrily at the meeting.”)
Inaletter to the Albuquerque Jour nal, James
Watkins, then secretary of energy and head
of the federal agency that funds Sandia,
called the report “ dead wrong.”

Having rejected the idea of joint pub-
lication, Huelskamp pointed out that the
datainthereport were not their data. San-
diahad no proprietary daim on them. Most
of the statistics came from the U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the National Science Founda-
tion, and the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion — all in the public domain. He then
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said, “We don't need to see our nameson
an essay.” Message:take the dataand run.

So | did. First to places like Harper’s
and the Atlantic. Atlantic editor Cullen
Murphy liked what | sent him but said in
the end, “I've got too much education
stuff.” So that's how decisions are made
at American commercial periodicals.

| sent the article to the Kappan, which
published it as“Why Can't They BeLike
We Were?' in the October 1991 issue
(about a quarter of the citations were to
“Carson, Huelskamp, and Woodall” —
the authors of the Sandia Report). The ti-
tlewas a snippet of alyric from the 1960
musical Bye Bye Birdie “Why can’t they
be like we were, perfect in every way?/Oh,
what's the matter with kids today?’ (I mis-
takenly attributed the lyric to another 1960
musicd, TheFantagticks. Many peoplepoint-
ed out my mistake.)

Soon other people began directing me
to corroborative data. In February 1992
an internationa comparison in mathemat-
icsand science appeared. With enthusias-
tic help from Secretary of Education Lamar
Alexander and Assistant Secretary Diane
Ravitch, the media gave it a highly nega-
tive spin. “An ‘Fin World Competition”

wasthe 17 February 1992 headlinein News-
week, and it was fairly typical.

By aboutApril 1992,1 had enough new
material to go back to the Kappan editors
and propose a follow-up. They said fine,
and | sentinapiecewith atitle something
like“The True Crisisin American Public
Education” — with a post-it note affixed
saying that | didn't like thetitle but couldrit
think of anything better. Editor Pauline
Gough suggested we call it “ The Second
Bracey Report on the Condition of Pub-
lic Education” and makeit aregular, if not
necessarily annual, event.

Now for the conclusion | aluded to
above: | never set out to write these re-
ports, and | never set out to defend the pub-
lic schools (or to be an “apologist for the
status quo,” as some have erroneoudy char-
acterized me). | was leading a nice pesce-
ful existence asdirector of research, eval-
uation, and testing for the Cherry Creek
(Colorado) Schools and restaurant critic
for Derver's adternative newspaper, West-
word. But | amaresearch psychologist by
training and respectful of whet datado and
don't say. Over afew months, | had en-
countered a mountain of data. Taken to-
gether, the data | sawv compelled the con-



clusion — at least to anyone who hadn't
dready made up hisor her mind — that the
educationd sky was not faling. Curioudy,
four yearslater, school critic DenisDoyle
would, in fact, refer to mein Issues’96:
The Candidates Briefing Book, a Heritage
Foundation Report, as “Chicken Little in
Reverse”

| have alwaysinsisted in speechesthat
my defense of public education isnot un-
conditional, like amother's love. All dur-
ing 1995, | warned that datafrom the Third
Internationa Mathemati cs and Science Sudy
(TIMSS) were coming. If the data were
credible and showed U.S. students to be
performing terribly relativeto studentsin
other nations, | told my audiencesthat that's
what they would read in the next report.
U.S. students did not look awful at the
fourth and eighth grades. And though the
TIMSSFinal Year datadid seem abysmal
at first glance, once anyone dug beneath
the surface, the fatal methodologica flaws
became readily apparent.

Whatever Happened
To the Sandia Report?

The Sandia Report, officialy known
as Per spectives on Education in America,
appeared in published form only &fter the
Bush Administration had left town. For
12 years, the Reagan and Bush Adminis
trations had pushed vouchers and tuition
tax credits,with varying degreesof inten-
sity. One of their strategies was never to
say anything paositive about public schooals.
For instance, five months after the math
and science study that Alexander and Rav-
itch hyped, another international compar-
isonappeared. Thisone, HowintheWorld
Do Sudents Read?, found American stu-
dentssecondintheworldinreading skills
among 9-year-olds tested in 27 countries
and eighth (though statistically tied with
nine others for second) among 31 coun-
tries that tested 14-year-olds.*

No one called a press conference, and
there was no media coverage. Even Edu-
cationWeek found out about the study on-
ly by accident some two months later. A
Europe-dwelling friend of then reporter
Robert Rothman sent him a copy from
Germany. EducationWeek gavethereport
front-page coverage. USA Today played
off the Education Week story withitsown
page-one article, complete with a quote
from Francie Alexander, then deputy as-
sistant secretary of education, dismissing

the study. In the Reagan/Bush years, bad
newsabout school sgot hyped; good news
got suppressed when possible and ignored
otherwise.

Asked why the Sandia Report was not
yet published, Department of Education
officialsdeclared that it did not meet pro-
fessional standards and was undergoing
peer review. It was not being suppressed,
they said. Peer review? Up to that point,
it was unprecedented for one agency’sre-
portstobe" peer reviewed” by other agen-
cies. But both the National Science Foun-
dation and the Department of Education
passed judgment on the Sandia Report. It
is to their everlasting shame that NSF's
Peter House and the Department of Edu-
cation's Emerson Elliott alowed their good
offices to be used for what were purely
political and ideological purposes. They
should never have put their names on the
reviews.

The Sandia Report eventually gppeared
in the May/June 1993 Journal of Educa-
tional Research, fillingtheentireissue. In
that venue, 5,000 people, few of whom
have any burning interest in policy issues
or in the fate of American public educa-
tion,saw it. Recently, | phoned Lee Bray,
who is now retired. Bray did not want to
reopen old wounds, but he did say, “The
report was suppressed. They will deny it,
but it was definitely suppressed.”?

Does Richard Cohen Still
Think ThingsAre Miserable?

Maybe. Cohen is a testament to the
momentum of bad news about American
schools, even when the “facts’ arein er-
ror.

Cohen received a prepublication copy
of my first article. He phoned, we talked
about schools, and he suggested that |
send a short version to the Sunday Out-
look section of the Washington Post. | did.
Under the headline “The Greatly Exag-
gerated Death of Our Schools,” the Post
ran it asthe lead story on 5 May 1991.

Cohen also received adraft of the Sec-
ond Bracey Report and, when we talked
again, seemed to understand it. Some da-
tainthat report showed that standardized
achievement tests were at record highs.
Nevertheless, in his column of 4 August
1992, Cohen wrote that, during the Rea-
gan and Bush years, “the country got . . .
dumber on just about every achievement
test the kids could take” Cohen hast writ-

ten about education in along time. | take
his silence asa small victory.

Whatever Happened
To the Reading Study?

It's still out there and still largely un-
known. It illustrates the tendency not only
of the mediabut even of educatorsto dis-
missor ignore positive data. “ Bellsshould
have gone off al over the country,” said
Archie Lapointe, then executive director
of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) and head of the above-
mentioned math and science study that
got so much publicity. Nary atinkle.

The study received attention in the
Third Bracey Report and had made up
half of the February 1993 Research col -
umn in the Kappan. It was al so discussed
at length in Educational Indicators: An
International Perspective, published in late
1996 by the Department of Education’'s
Office of Educational Research and Im-
provement. Alsoin 1996,Secretary of Ed-
ucation Richard Riley attempted to start
the chimes ringing by re-releasing the data.
| was in Houston on the day of the re-re-
lease, and | saw the coveragein the Hous
ton Chronicle. The story waswritten,though,
by Josh Greenberg of theWashington Bu-
reau of the LosAngeles Times. When | re-
turned to Washington, | called Greenberg
and asked himwhy he and hiseditorshad
found such ancient dataso interesting. He
said, “You know, when Riley called us
we were suspicious. But then we checked
around and found that no one knew about
this study. So it was still news.” By that
criterion, it still is.

USA Today dutifully carried the story
on page one again. | discussedit againin
the Sixth Bracey Report. Still, whenever |
speak, | ask for ashow of hands from those
who know about the study. Inaroomwith
other researchers, perhaps two or three
hands will rise. With audiences of teach-
ersor administrators, | rarely see even a
single arm aloft. Such isthe struggle that
good newsfacesontryingtoenter thecul-
ture. Good stories about schools are like
spawning salmon: few reach the goal —
and then they die.

The Testing Madness

The most bizarre moment to datein our
national psychosis occurred on the night
of 28 July 2000. On that evening, a state
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The Golden Apples

For two reasons, the Rotten Apples have been sepa-
rated from therest of the barrel inthisyear’s report. First,
separating them from the Golden Apples will prevent
them from contaminating theentirebarrel. Second, | wish
to protect unwary consumers from possibly swallowing
one of them by mistake. Intrepid readers are invited to
explore the darkest recesses of Bracey Orchards on the
Web at www.america-tomorrow.com/bracey. Meanwhile,
just two truly Golden Apples have turned up this year.

one drawer as usual. Testing had a drawer
al itsown. And it was full, too.

Even the American Educational Re-
search Association felt compelled to issue
a statement on high-stakes testing. | say
“even” because, as DebraViadero wrote
in Education Week, “The Washington-based
group rarely takes a stand on controver-
sia issues” But the AERA statementisa
good one and is available on the Web at
www.aera.net. Its advice is not likely to
be heeded.

With students being promoted and re-

trooper and a Georgia school policeman
knocked on the door of Susan Ohanian’s
house. They then proceededtointerrogate
her about her possible role in the theft of
a Gwinnett County, Georgia, fourth-grade
test. Ohanian livesin Vermont.

Why a Georgia school policeman sav
fit to go al the way to Vermont to query
Ohanian about a misappropriated test re-
mains unclear. So does the authority of
boththe GeorgialawmanandtheVermont
state trooper who assisted him. After acon-
versation of some length, Ohanian’s hus-
band ordered the men to leave and told
them they would be arrested for trespass-
ing if they returned. Asthisiswritten in
late August, they have not done so, and the
Vermont trooper is not returning Ohani-
an'scalls.

The Georgia officer seems dedicated.
He e-mailed me several times and later
spent half an hour on the phone. Through
the magic of plain brown envel opes,| had
also received acopy of the not-very-good
Gwinnett test. (Not only doesthetest have
faults, but cut scores have al so been set as
low asthe chance level.)

“High Stakes Are for Tomatoes’ isa
bumper sticker and T-shirt slogan created
by Oakland, Cdlifornia, teacher Susan Har-
man, amember of the Assessment Reform
Network listserv (http://www.fairtest.org/
arn). Peter Schrag picked it up for the title
of hisAugust 2000 articlein the Atlantic,
in which he describes the growing oppo-
sition to high-stakes testing The spirit of
thetimeswascaptured by theopeningline
of an articleby David Bacon inthe 16 April
2000 Oakland Tribune: “Thisisthe year
that U.S. schools went test crazy.”® Well,
not quite. The schools didn't go test crazy;
theschoolswent crazy trying to copewith
the zillions of tests imposed on them by
boards, governors, and legislatures.

Indeed, this entire report could easily
bedevotedtowhat happenedinthewacky
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The Damn the Urban L egends, L et’s SeeWhat the Facts Say Award goes
to W. Wayt Gibbs, senior writer for Scientific American, and
Douglas Fox, a San Francisco-based freelance writer.

Skeptical about all the gnashing of teeth occasioned by the
aleged resultsfrom the TIM SS final year study, writers Gibbs
and Fox looked into the situation and presented their conclu-
sionsin the October 1999 issue of Scientific American.

Even accepting the conclusion that American students fall
behind, Gibbs and Fox observe that NAEP science scores are
rising and that American adults do better than schoolchildren: “The fact that U.S.
12th-gradersfall behind on international tests? does not mean that Americans know
less about science than adultsin other nations do. In fact, U.S. residents have con-
sistently demonstrated a firmer grasp of basic science facts than have denizens of
many countries that dramatically outperformed the U.S. on TIMSS’ (p. 92).

The authors point out that, among college-level sciences, only physics enroll-
ments havefallen, adecline occasi oned mostly by alack of jobs. (For detailson this
phenomenon, seetheJanuary 1999 Kappan Research column.) “Inother fields, fore-
casters worry more about a flood of new scientists than about a shortage of them.
Last year, a National Research Council report urged universities to freeze the size
of their biology graduate programs for this very reason” (p. 89). Gibbs and Fox al-
so show graphically that, while the number of technical degrees garnered by for-
eign students isrising faster than the comparable figure for U.S. citizens, the latter
number isrising aswell. In addition, 68% of theforeigners stay here, amixed bless-
ing. On the one hand, it constitutes alarge brain gain; on the other, it increases the
competition for jobs.

Missing no opportunity to slam schools, some critics have even blamed schools
for the shortage of high-tech workers. Gibbs and Fox, though, point out that public
schoal reformisasdow and uncertain method for addressing shortagesin any area.
They quote a Computing Research Association officer saying, “When the person-
nel department wants people who have three years of experience with a technolo-
gy that’s only 18 months old, they’re not going to find them.”

1. W. Wayt Gibbs and Douglas Fox, “The False Crisisin Science Education,” Scientific American, Oc-
tober 1999, pp. 87-92.

2. | contend that there is indeed some decline between grades 4 and 8, but not between grades 8 and 12,
even though the flaws in the study render any firm conclusion impossible. See my article in the May
2000 issue of Educational Researcher.

world of testing. Eachyear, | organize the
Bracey Reportsusing an instrument of high
technology known as a “drawer.” Asthe
year proceeds, potentially usable materi-
al getstossed into the drawer and iswith-
drawn for condderation sometime in June.
In most years, by June, the drawer isfull.
This year, all topics other than testing got

tained in many states on the basis of com-
mercid,andardized, norm-referenced tedts,
such asthe Stanford Achievement Test (SAT
9), testing guru James Popham came out
of retirement from hislittle grassshack in
Hawaii to say, “No,ho,no!” Basically, Pop-
ham said that such tests meesure somethings
that teachers don't teach and don't measure
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some things that teachers do teach. They
test somethingsthat youngsters have learned
outside of school, giving an inherent ad-
vantage to those from well-off,, well-edu-
cated families (the correlation between the
VirginiaStandardsof L earning test scores
for aschool and its percentage of students
eligible for federally subsidized lunches
was -.76 — the more students eligible, the
lower the scores).

Finally, tests like the SAT 9 have to
spread out the scores. To do this, they must
use mostly items that 40% to 60% of the
students get right. Items that all students
get right or wrong don’t “behave right”in
the statistical sense. But, of course, most
students should get most itemsright if the
items tap what the teachers have empha-
sized, which, presumably, iswhat isimpor-
tant. Hence, commercial testsdon't test at
least some important content. “To evalu-
ate teachers instructiona effectiveness by
using assessment tools that deliberately
avoid important content is fundamentally
foolish,” wrote Popham.*

According to Andrew Porter of theWis-
consinCenter for Education Research,the
situation is worse than Popham imagined.
Even tests purportedly designed to mess-
ure what teachers teach don't do so. For 10
states, Porter and his colleagues examined
thereationship between what teecherstaught
and what testsdesigned around state stan-
dardstested. The overlap was not great, as
little as 5% in one state “Instruction in a
state was, in general, no more aligned to
that state's test than it was aligned to the
tests of other states, suggesting that stan-
dards-based reform has not yet brought in-
gructioninto alignment with state tests. In
mathematics, instruction was more aigned
with the NAEP than with sate tests. In sci-
ence, the opposite was true.”*

Without question, the year's most im-
portant article about testing was penned
by Robert Linn of the University of Colo-
rado, who is co-president with Eva Baker
of the Center for Research on Evaluation,
Student Standards, and Testing. Known for
objectivity, fairness, and thoroughness, Linn
looked back in frustration at a career that
began in 1965. He wrapped up an unusu-
aly long article for Educational Research-
e in thisway:

As someone who has spent his en-
tire career doing research,writing, and
thinking about educational testing and
assessment issues, | would like to con-
clude by summarizing acompelling case

showing that the major uses of testsfor
student and school accountability dur-
ing thelast 50 years have improved ed-
ucation and student learning in dramatic
ways. Unfortunately, that is not my con-
clusion. Instead, | am led to conclude
that in most cases the instruments and
technology have not been up to the de-
mands that have been placed on them
by high-stakes accountability. Assess-
ment systems that are useful monitors
lose much of their dependability and
credibility for that purpose when high
stakes are attached to them. The unin-
tended negative effects of the high-stakes
accountability uses often outweigh the
intended positive effects.®

Linn cites one of testing's elder Sates-
men, William Coffman, on the problem of
standards. “Holding common standards for
all pupils can only encourage a narrowing
of educationd experiences for most pupils,
doom many to failure, and limit the devel-
opment of many worthy talents.””

Linn illustrates his many concerns by
citing anumber of studiesconducted over
thepast 50yearsthat haveattempted, with
little success, to use tests to measure and/or
improve educational outcomes. One of the
mogt important was a 1991 study by Danidl

Koretz, Linn, Steven Dunbar, and Lorrie
Shepard. It describes atesting problem that
could beadded to Popham's list:test score
results do not generalize to other indica-
tors of achievement. The results of the sudy
are presented in Figure 1.

As can be seen, when the school dis-
trict shifted from NRT1 (norm-refer-
enced test 1) to NRT2 (norm-referenced
test 2),test scores declined. Over the next
few years, the scores rose until they had
reached the score previously attained on
NRT1. At this point, the students were
once again given NRT1. Although NRT1
had previously served asthedistrict’s” of -
ficial” test, the students scores on it fell
toalevel equivalenttothescoresonNRT2
for the first year of itsuse.

Occasionaly, one comes upon even
more dramatic evidence of the failure of
test scoresto generalizeor transfer. When
John Murphy became superintendent of
schoolsin Prince George's County, Mary-
land, in the mid-1980s,he promised to in-
crease test scores and to close the black/
whitetest scoregap. Onthewallsof acon-
ference room next to his office, he hung
charts showing the test score trends for
every school in the district. He dubbed it

FIGURE 1.

Comparison of Median Scoresfrom Different
Norm-Referenced Grade 3 Math Tests
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Adapted from Daniel Koretz et d., “The Effects of High-Stakes Testing on
Achievement:Preliminary Findings About GeneralizationAcross Tests,” paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association,

Chicago, 1991.
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The All Things in Moderation
Award is divided: three-fourths goes
to Richard Rothstein
of theEconomic Poli-
¢y Ingtitute, and one-
fourth goes to Ethan
Bronner of the New
York Times. Rothstein
won aGoldenApplelast year for hisall-
too-rational model of accountability.
This year, the prize derivesfrom hisar-
ticleson education every other Wednes-
day intheNewYork Times. To date, these
articles have provided balanced views
of testing, accountability, job growth,
and other hot issues, along with infor-
mative pieces on topics such as the
achievement price paid by students who
move around alot.

Bronner's share of the award is
simply for having the good sense to
hire Rothstein. He might have gotten a
larger share had he managed a better
article placement. Asitis, Rothstein's
pieces appear deep inthe “A section,’
usually on the page before the editori-
als. You can find the articles at www.
nytimes.com. They cost money unless
you grab them on the day of publica-
tion, however.

his “applied anxiety” room. Test scores
rose. The gap between the races did not
disappear, butit did narrow, and black stu-
dents scored comfortably above the na-
tional norm.

Rumorscirculated that alot of instruc-
tionin the district looked like test prepa
ration. Murphy declined offers of externa
evaluations The increase in test scores was
abetted by Maryland’s overlong use of a
particular test. Eventually, though, the state
changed tests, and, as occurred in the study
mentioned above, scores declined dl over
the gate. In Prince George's County, though,
scores plummeted, somefalling aslow as
the 18th percentile.

One of the nastiest stories of the test-
ing mania surfaced in Birmingham,Ala-
bama, where high schools were accused
of removing over 500 students from the
rollsjust prior to testing. Schoolsin Ala-
bamaare graded solely according to their
scoreson the SAT 9. The test was never
designed for such a purpose, of course,
but Harcourt Educational Measurement
doesn't appear to have protested, much
less threatened to withhold the test if the
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practice continues.

Another story held that low-scoring
Birmingham students were told to stay
home on test day. The school board split
over theissue, and oneteacher lost hisjob
after inggting that the students did not drop
out but werepushed out. Accordingtoone
principa, the sudents were bad gppleswho
were rowdy, fought, and set fires. The prin-
cipal did not deny that they were removed
but claimed he acted to improve the school’s
atmosphere.

As| noted above, testing stories could
occupy this entire report. To save space
but provide a sense of what isgoing on, |
listamerebaker’sdozen of theyear’s test-
ing headlines from around the nation.

* “Practicing Without Learning” (New
York Times, 18 March 2000);

* “Test Prep Moving into Primary
Grades’ (Los Angeles Times, 1 April 2000);

« “State Test Boycott Expected” (Bos-
ton Union News, 12 April 2000);

* “Pressure to Boost Scores Leads
Schools to Exclude Weaker Kids' (USA
Today, 7 September 1999);

* “Top SchoolsGiveTest an ‘F ” (Mi-
ami Herald, 22 February 2000);

* “Test Scores Up, Test Takers Down:
Link Between Participation and Improve-
ment on School Exam Prompts Concern”
(San Francisco Chronicle, 22 July 2000);

* “Virginia Parents Don't Trust Exam,
Poll Fnds’ (Washington Pogt, 27 June 2000);

* “Millions for Schools Tied to Stan-
ford 9 Test Scores” (Los Angeles Times,
1 July 2000);

* “Test Mania:Anxiety over Tests Can
Lead toaPsychiatric Ward” (Arizona Re-
public, 2 April 2000);

» “School Testing Companies Score It
Big" (K. Petershurg Times, 19 June 2000);

* “GiveKidsRecess, VirginiaBeach Par-
entsUrge” (Norfolk Mrginia-Pilot, 21 March
2000);

* “Isthe Test Fair to Poor Students?’
(Denver Post, 29 February 2000); and

« “Burnsville Family Sues TestingCom-
pany over Scoring Error” (Minneapolis
Sar Tribune, 8 August 2000. Some 8,000
gudentswho “flunked” had actualy passed;
severd hundred were seniors and had been
denied diplomas).

Scoring errors were not restricted to
Minneapolis, in a mistake made by NCS
(formerly known as National Computer
Systems). Thetwo largest testing compa-
nies,Harcourt Educational Measurement
and CTB/McGraw-Hill,a'so made them,

and they occurred in Cdlifornia, Texas,and
New York — and maybe el sewhere.

Finally, asabonus, | offer what sure-
ly turned out to be the most ironic testing
headline of theyear, “ RojasLinks Job Se-
curity to Test Scores’” (Dallas Morning
News, 30 March 2000). In the story, Bill
Rojas, the Dallas superintendent, was threet-
ening principal s and other school admin-
istrators. Four months later, the Dallas
School Board sacked Rojas, who had been
on the job only 11 months. He is appeal-
ing.

The Ohanian affair captured the prize
for most outrageous test-related event of
the year, but George Schmidt’s experi-
ences in Chicago comein aclose second.
Appalled by the quality of the tests the
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) had con-
structed, English and journalism teacher
Schmidt published four of them in his
monthly newspaper, Substance. CPS sus-
pended him without pay and, after a se-
ries of hearings,seems on the verge of fir-
ing him. CPS also sued Schmidt for $1.4
million, claiming that sum to be the cost
of replacing the 120 now-public items. Yes,
that works out to just under $12,000 an
item. My inquiries on item costs found
something like $300 to be the most fre-
quently cited figure.

Schmidt was right to take action of
somekind, although somemight feel pub-
lication of thetestswasextreme. The tests
were overwhemingly trivial. They present-
ed history and culture in distasteful stereo-
types,especidly with regardto Africa(which
they treated not as a continent made up of
more than 40 distinctive nations but asan
undifferentiated whole). Worse, a least from
a technical perspective, too many ques-
tions had either no right answer or multi-
pleright answers. If CPS actually did pay
$12,000 an item for these awful questions,
those responsible for the costs should them-
svesbe terminated. (As amatter of dis-
closure, | testified twice for Schmidt at
the hearingsand received payment for the
testimony.)

Allinal, it was abizarre year in the
testing biz, but no more bizarre take on
the testing issue could be found than that
whichissued forth from William Bennett,
former secretary of education. InaMarch
2000 speech on the condition and future
of education, delivered at the Heritage
Foundation's celebration of its 25th an-
niversary, Bennett turned to standardsand
testing. He said, “In this regard, | must



say | am alarmed and worried about the
reaction of many parentsto the new stan-
dards movement; many areretreating. A
recent survey showed that when parents
are choosing aschool for their child, high
test scores are one of the least important
factorsintheir decision. The most impor-
tant in their decision: the child’'s happi-
ness. . . . Armed with public opinion, we
can wear down the unions. But if the par-
ents go soft, we are done.”

Parents valuing their kids happiness
over high test scores? How dare they!

The'TexasMiracle’ : Mirages,
Smoke, and Mirrors

Texas got serious about education re-
formin 1984. Gov. Mark White asked Ross
Perot to head a select committee. Whites
successor, Ann Richards, continued the
crusade to persuade Texans that reading
and mathematics were asimportant ashigh
school football. Texans put such passion
into the latter that author H. G. Bissinger
wrote a whole book about it, called Fri-
day Night Lights. The mania for Texas
high school football was also featured on
“60 Minutes.”

Part of the Texas reform effort, the Tex-
asAssessment of Academic Skills (TAAS),
was introduced in 1990, and the percent-
age of students passing it,low at first, be-
gan to soar. The dropout rate fel from 6.1%
in 1989-90t0 1.6% in 1999. Looking at this
last figure gave Peter Schrag the title for
hisAmericanProspect article, “ TooGood
toBeTrue.”® Soon many othershadjoined
alist of observersand researcherswho ar-
gued that the Texas“miracle’ wasmogtly mi-
rage. Shortly after Schrag's piece appesared,
along cameLindaMcNell and AngelaVval-
enzudla of Rice University with “Harm-
ful Effects of the TAAS System of Test-
ing in Texas: Beneath the Accountability
Rhetoric.”® Then, in June 2000, Boston Cal-
legesWalter Haney delivered a 150-page
opus, “The Myth of the Texas Miraclein
Education.”*

Most intriguing among the debunking
reports was along-rumored, but scarcely
seen, analysis by “Flo Fisher.” Thefirst
public reference to the existence of this
paper appeared in the Baltimore Sun in an
article by Jonathan Weisman. Weisman
wrote, “Criticism of the movement has
become such a politically delicate matter
that an analysis of school achievement in
Texas— drafted by asenior researcher &

thefederal Education Department and ob-
tained by the Sun — was written under a
pseudonym and has not been made pub-
lic”®* A few days later, the Washington
Post reported that the House Education and
the Workforce Committee had demanded
thereport and “al e-mail, memos, and cor-
respondence directly or indirectly related
to this document.” In response, the De-
partment of Educationsaid, “Officials are
uncertain whether the document even ex-
ists”®2

Most intriguing
among the debunking
reports was a long-

rumored analysis

by “Flo Fisher.”

It exists, all right. Not only did the au-
thor use a pseudonym, he gave himself a
sex change as well. In late July, the Flo
Fisher paper, “Tall Tales? Texas Testing
Moves from the Pecos to Wobegon,” be-
gan to circulate.

The debunking papers used various data
to concludethat the soaring TAAS scores
are not corroborated by changes in other
indicators of achievement. More damning
still, the papers called the veracity of the
TAAS results themselves into question.
The results looked more like statistical
deight of hand than valid use of data.

Intermsof the TAAS datathemselves,
the analyses reported the apparently re-
markable increase in the proportion of fifth-
graderswho met the statés gandards: from
60% in 1994 to 90%in 1999. The propor-
tion of school districts identified as “ex-
emplary” or “recognized” soared from 14%
in 199510 48%in 1999, whilethe propor-
tion of “not acceptable” districts fell to
just 1%. “Thetroubleis,” wrote the psew
donymous Fisher, “thenumbersdon’t add
up.”

Tobeginwith, TAASset|ow standards

— some would say embarrassingly low.
A passing TAAS grade eguates to about
the 25th percentile on atypical standard-
ized commercial achievement test. Start-
ing from thislow point, increasing the pass
rates was hardly a challenge. As if that
weren't bad enough, an analysisof TAAS
reading passages by Sandra Stotsky, then
at Harvard University and now with the
M assachusetts Department of Education,
found that the passages had gotten easier
over time. As aresult, she said, “The de-
clineinthe overall level of reading diffi-
culty of the selections on those tests . . .
suggests that there may have been no real
improvement in [students] reading skills.
There may even have been a decline”*®

Although I will discuss Texas NAEP
scores in full below, | can note here that
therewasnoincreasein reading scoresin
Texas between 1992 and 1998 (according
tothe NAEP 1998 Reading Report Card).
Texas fourth-graders scored 2131n 1992,
212 in 1994, and 217 in 1998. The in-
creasefrom 1994 to 1998 isnot datistica-
ly significant. Only eight states had asmall-
er proportion of fourth-graders reaching
the “Advanced” level of proficiency: Ar-
kansas,Cdifornia, Hawaii,Louisiana, Mis-
sissippi, Nevada, New Mexico, and South
Carolina. On the other hand, in 24 of the
other 38 participating states, the propor-
tion of studentswho scored at the* Below
Basic’level wasaslargeasor larger than
the proportion of Texas students who scored
at that level. These data support Stotsky'’s
analysis. If there is any improvement at
al inTexas, itisat thelow end of thescae.
TAAS might beraising the floor, but it is
not elevating the average, and it certain-
ly is not raising the ceiling.

That TAAS is zeroing in on minimal
skillsisfurther indicated by remediation
statistics found in Fisher's paper. Texas
mandates “intense remediation” for stu-
dents who do not pass TAAS. In theory,
if the early remediation is effective, it
won't be needed later, and the proportion
of students receiving remediation will de-
cline with advancing grades. The propor-
tion does indeed decline from grade 3 to
grade5, but then it increases again through
grade 10, at which point it reachesits high-
e level, 28%.

Nor doscoresontheSAT andtheACT
(American College Testing) program test
support claims for achievement gains.
While the “national average” on the SAT
(in quotes because it is not a true “aver-
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age” of anything meaningful) edged up,
Fisher noted that in Texas, the “ average”
remainedflat. If TAASIedtoahigher pro-
portion of seniors taking the SAT, one
might expect scoresto decline, but the pro-
portion of SAT-takers dropped a hit.

Fisher asoreportedlittlechangeinthe
participation rates at institutions of high
er education. Overall, from 1994 through
1996, the U.S. rate grew by 0.2%, while
Texas showed a 01% increase. The num-
bers are even less favorable when Fisher
compared Texas to other states with “young
and diverse populations that include a sub-
stantial number of Hispanics” Floridds
rate grew by 0.5%; Californids, by 2.6%;
Arizonds, by 0.8%; and New Mexico's,
by 0.8%. Itisnot clear why Fisher picked
such arestricted timeframe, but the num-
bers are no more favorable if one exam-
ines Table 194 of the Digest of Education
Satisticsfor 1999, which shows changes
from 1990 to 1997.*

Other data do not bear out the claims
for the sharply falling dropout rates that
Schrag said were “too good to be true.”
Haney found that, when TAAS became a
high-stakestest,thereweredeclinesinthe
ratio of graduates to ninth-grade students
three years earlier, indicating more drop-
outs. White students recovered from the
initial decline, but blacks and Hispanics
did not. Thisindicates adropout increase
for blacks and Hispanics, from which they
have not recovered.

In addition, there are other ways of
making dropoutsdisappear. Thiscould be
happening in Texas.

In Texas, as elsewhere, dropouts can
beeliminated by steering studentstoward
a General Education Development (GED)
certificate. Studentsin GED programs are
not dropouts, but neither are they truly
high school graduates. And they don't have
to take the TAAS. Fisher reported that the
number of younger people taking the GED
in Texas — those who might otherwise be
in school — rose by 24% from 1990 to
1995. In the nation, there was only a 1%
increase. “1n 1996," Fisher wrote, “ Texas
becamethe first state in the nation whose
residents had received over amillion GEDS”

Like Fisher, Haney also observed that
GED enrollerswere not considered drop-
outs. Nor, he found, were those that the
Texas Education Agency (TEA) referred
to as“leavers” Leavers are students who
have completed all coursework but have
failed the TAAS and haveleft. Asfor the
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GED students, Haney points out that Texas
could be encouraging students to pursue
aprogram that is financially detrimental
to them. Although it is better to have a
GED than to be adropout,it is better still,
interms of future earnings, to have areg-
ular diploma.

Also not counted in the TAAS results
are those labeled “in specia education.”
The proportion of such students rose from
3.9% in 1994 to 6.3% in 1998, with the
highest proportion for any ethnic group
being for whites,7.1%. SaysHaney, “Itis
clear that the TEA has been playing a
Texas-sized shell game on the matter of
dropoutsin the Lone Star state.”*®

Some miracle.

A recent article by Jay Greene pur-
portedly debunksthe debunkers, but, frank-
ly, this essay appears to be no more than
apleafor aposition in the U.S. Depart-
ment of Educationfor Greeneintheevent
that GeorgeW. Bushiselected President.
It appears in the summer 2000 issue of
City Journal, the house organ of the Man-
hattan Ingtitute, where Greene is employed.

Education and the Economy

| hope by now that everyone has aban-
doned the daffy theory of economic com-
petitiveness put forth by ANation at Risk.
After whining about incursions by the
Japanese in automobiles, by the South
Koreansin steel, and by Germansin ma
chine toals, the authors of Risk drew this
conclusion: “If only to keep and improve
on the slim competiti ve edge we still re-
tain in world markets, we must dedicate
ourselves to the reform of our education
system.” ¢

Although it seems counterintuitive to
many of us,Alan Greenspan, chairman of
the Federal Reserve Board, contends that
themain problem with the economy isthat
it's too good. He and many other econo-
mists argue that the rate of growth can't
be sustained. Sooner or later, a shortage
of labor will push up wages and causein-
flation. Hence, Greenspan's series of in-
teredt rateincreases. This mainstream theo-
ry is being espoused in spite of the fact
that the unemployment rate is substan-
tially lower than was considered theoret-
ically possible and that no one has spot-
ted any sign of inflation. In the years &f-
ter World War 11, productivity rose by more
than 2% per year. In the last 12 months
for which we currently have data, April

1999 to April 2000, productivity soared
5.1%.

The position of the Fed, | should note
is an anti-labor, pro-capital position.
Wages are to be kept low to protect and
increase profits. But, since Wall Street is
now Main Street — more than half of the
U.S. population is invested in stocks in
one way or another — onehearsfew peo-
ple protesting.

Meanwhile, the projections of job growth
from the Bureau of Labor Statisticsfrom
1998 to 2008 indicate that the fastest-grow-
ing jobswill be amixture of highly skilled
occupations, mostly in information tech-
nology, and not so highly skilled jobs,
such as home health-care aides and hu-
man service assistants.”

Recall ,though,that ratesand numbers
often paint entirely different pictures. When
speaking of fastest-growing occupations,
we are speaking of rates. Looking at the
projections for those occupations with the
largest numbers of jobs, one sees mostly
unskilled and semiskilled positions: retail
sales, cashiers, and office clerks. The oc-
cupation of retail salesincludesamost as
many jobs as the top 10 fastest-growing
jobs combined. Only two occupations meke
both lists: systems analysts and personal
care/home health-care aides.

U.S News& World Report for 21 Feb-
ruary 2000 offered a dightly different take
on the situation,listing categories of win-
ners and losers in terms of income, be-
tween 1993 and 1998. In order, auto me-
chanics, physicians, dental assstants, plas-
terers, and dieticianswere the big winners.
People in the traditional jobs of a manu-
facturing economy, plus farmers and those
in the large-numbers occupations (retail
sdes, office derks, garbage collectors, jan-
itors, and kitchen workers) al lost.

The U.S News article also observed
that, between 1980 and 2000, the ratio of
CEO pay to the pay of nonmanagement
workers grew from 42 to 1 to 691 to 1.
Over the same period, the share of wealth
controlled by the 1% of wealthiest house-
holds grew from 24.8% to 40.1%.

People seem more knowledgeable these
daysabout theweak rel ationship between
education and jobs.*® The specter of Japan,
with its students near the top in test scores,
mired in recession for adecade should cer-
tainly give pauseto those who wrote A Na-
tion at Risk. Onewondersif, when the next
recession appears or when some country
shoots past usin some category of perform-



ance, schools will again be the scapegoats
of choice. Given the precedents, thereis
cause to worry. Schools were blamed for
letting the Russians get into space first,
but they received almost no credit when
an American waked on the moon 12 years
later.®

Similarly, schoolsallegedly causedthe
recession of the late 1980s— but not the
recovery of the early 1990s. Indeed, crit-
ics kept up the drumbeat of failure. On 27
February 1994, the Business Section of
the Sunday New York Times carried the
headline“ The American Economy, Back
on Top.” Other papers and magazines ran
similar headlines. Three months later, IBM
CEO Louis Gerstner, Jr., penned an op-
ed in the Times with the headline “Our
SchoolsAre Failing.”®

Richard Rothstein used one of hisNew
York Times columnsnot only to remind us
that the theory propounded in A Nation at
Riskwasfull of holes, but also to ask some
questions: If we had recognized sooner
thelimited role schools play in determin-
ing economic success, would we have em-
barked on the same reforms? Or would ed-
ucation policy have been less politicized,
with more tolerance for experimentation?
Rothstein pointed out that Alan Green-
span and other economic theorists once held
that “full employment” occurred when the
unemployment rete fell to 6%. By thisrea
soning, it was pointlessto create new jobs
because there was no one sufficiently edu-
cated to fill them — except for people al-
ready working Theresulting competition
would only drive salariesup. But then the
unemployment rate fell to under 4%. Says
Rothgtein, “Some three million Americans
suffered prolonged joblessness because
policy makerswrongly assumed they were
too poorly schooled to work.”#

The National Goalsfor Education

In 1989, President George Bush and the
nation’'s governors set six national goals
for education in the year 2000. These were
amended by President Clinton and Con-
gressin 1994, when two new ones were
added. It’s now 2000, and we didn't get
there. Surprise.

AsRothgein put it, “ Some  Gods 2000
wereridiculousin the first place. Others
required substantial resources to accom-
plish, and these were not provided. Still
othersrequired far more than 11 yearsto
achieve#

When you put it that way, Bush, Clin-
ton, the governors and Congresslook pretty
dumb. Do you suppose their inability to
set redlistic goals or to provide the re-
sources to attain the ones that might have
been attainable is another example of the
failure of American public education? Did
public schooling leave our Presidents, gov-
ernors, and members of Congresstoo fee-
ble-minded to put forth alogical, reason-
able, useful set of goals?

Korea Goes Fuzzy

Korea had the second-highest math
scores among the 41 nations in TIMSS
and finished ninth in the 1998 Interna-
tional MathematicsOlympiad (IMO). For
what it'sworth, the U.S. always finishes
higher than KoreainthelMO andremains
the only nation ever to finish first with all
members of the team attaining perfect
Scores.

Despite the high rankings in TIMSS,
Korean educators have fretted over the na-
tion'smath program. Professor Hee-chan
Lew of theKorean National University of
Education outlined the problem (and,
though not in colloquial English,his con-
cern comes through clearly enough): “At
the outward appearance, mathematics
education of Korea seemsto make a suc-
cess. Very recently, Koreawasranked 2nd
in TIMSS and 9th in the IMO. Although
this result needs to be analyzed closely,
too many problemsare being raised from
the so called skill- and fact-oriented un-
flexible curriculum. Most students believe
that mathematics is meaningless and on-
ly some specific students’ possessions.”#

Among the problems, on the 10th-grade
Korean national mathemetics test, average
scores hovered in the 35% correct range.
On the multiple-choice college entrance
examination, average scores were only 25%
correct, which, as Lew points out, iSno
better than chance (the equivalent of ran-
domguessingor fillinginananswer sheet
without even looking at the questions).

What apparently worried K orean edu-
cators even more was that students could
not connect their math knowledge to the
real world. Most Kappan readers are prob-
ably aware of the infamous NAEP prob-
lem that goes something like this: 1,190
soldiers need transportation by bus; each
bus holds 38 soldiers. How many buses
are needed? Many American sudents give
an answer like 31, remainder 12. Korean

students outdid Americansin failing to see
the practical constraints on mathematical
questions. Given a mathematical operdtion
and the task of creating a word problem
that used it, Korean students crested arith-
metically correct problems unrelated to
reality. They created problems in which
the father of a6-year-old girl washimself
only 2 years old or in which a zoo pur-
chased 3/4 of agorilla.

According to Lew, the mathemetics cur-
riculum of Koreardliesonlectures“totrans-
fer fragmentary piecesof knowledge. The
designers of the new curriculum think that
Korean mathematics education isin total
crisisand that the main culprit isthis cur-
riculum which forces sudentsto learn math-
emaicsmeaninglessly” (here and later, |
have rendered Lew’s comments in more
traditional English). The curriculum de-
signers based their efforts on the standards
from the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM) and on the Nationd
Curriculumof the United Kingdom. They
aso consder that mathematics instruction
should further socia goalsto help “con-
struct the advanced civilized society with
rapid circulation of information,highly de-
veloped technol ogy, and openness to oth-
er cultures.” Consequently, the new cur-
riculum

should focus on cultivating manpower
with the following abilities:

* creativity in problem solving,

* rational communication with oth-
er people,

« opennessto theideasof other peo-
ple,

« sdf-control or metacognition in the
problem-solving process,

* autonomy in learning,

» mathematical power to synthesize
aspects of mathematicsin the problem-
solving process,

* appreciation of mathematics as a
tool for solving problems.

The curriculum that Lew describes
should be in place by now. Of course, it
isonething to say what acurriculum should
focus on but quite another to actually de-
velop a curriculum that embodiesthat in-
tention — and it isyet another to get peo-
pleto useit properly.

The No Excuses Report

Inthe spring of 2000, the Heritage Foun-
dation published No Excuses, a study tha
deserved neglect but received substantial
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publicity, including two articles and a col-
umn in the Washington Post. Written by
Samuel Casey Carter, atheology student
sudying the phenomenology of Jacob Klein
for his doctorate, this study purported to
find 21 schoolsthat had high poverty and
high achievement. These schools had 75%
or more of their students eligible for free
or reduced-price lunches and sandardized
test scores at the 65th percentile or high-
er. No doubt the report garnered so much
media attention (but not nearly enough
skepticiam) because these findings run coun-
ter to the conventional wisdom.

Press releases and the introduction to
the report contended that, now that we have
found 21 such schools, there is no reason
why all low-income schools can't achieve
high scores. The report claimed to refute
the“liberal view” that demography is des-
tiny. | have never heard aliberal espouse
such a simplistic doctrine, but it has be-
come a new attack phrase for the Right.
For some, thefact that the study was able
to locate only 21 such schools among thou-
sandsand thousands says a great deal.

Chief among the report's findings was
that all these schools had “strong” prin-
cipals who exercised their wills on the
schools curricula and teachers. Indeed, so
prominent was this message that Geneva
Overholser’ sglowing (and naive) column
in the Washington Post was titled simply,
“Free the Principal "

But even the highly unsystematic
study itself provided evidencethat it takes
more than a strong principal to get test
scores up in high-poverty schools. For one
thing, a quarter of the schools were privete,
and one wonders what public schools could
take away from the experience of such dif-
ferent institutions. These schools charged
$4,500 to $6,000 annual tuition, leaving
oneto wonder about the accuracy of clas-
sifying them as low-income schools.

Some schools had 11-month years, and
many had test-oriented after-school pro-
grams. Some even had Saturday programs.
Some of the schools had more money than
public schools in the same geographical
area. All of them seemed to test their stu-
dents to death. Most were small. For ex-
ample, onehad 152 children in seven grades,
and another had 285 in 14 grades (pre-
K-12).

Some schools reported implausible test
scores — averages for agrade as high as
the 98th percentilein one Detroit school.
When | pointed out to Kenneth Cooper, a
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Washington Post reporter, and Peggy Walsh-
Sarnecki, aDetroit Free Press reporter, that
not even the most affluent schools score
this high on average, their reactions were
astonishing. Walsh-Sarnecki said smply,
“We must celebrate our victories,” while
Cooper virtually called mearacist for, in
hiseyes, denying that black students could
score as high as whites. Such naiveté about
test scores in education reportersis very
disturbing.

The notion that

one has a future
does not come

automatically

to children.

The principals described in the report
hardly gppear “free” “Obsessed” might be
a better description. They put in workweeks
that most people would not and demand
similar commitment from their teachers.
One school givesits students cell phones
and the teachers’ phone numbers. It ex-
pectsteacherstobeaccessibleat any time.

Indeed, the report itself includes ad-
missions that any attempt to reproduce
these schoolson alarger scalewould face
immense difficulties. Two principals told
Carter that to replicate their schools on a
national scale “would require a pool of
educators that does not exist today.” In a
foreword, Adam Meyerson, vice president
for educational affairs a Heritege, declares,
“Most of the principals of high-poverty
schools do not come close to the standard
set by No Excusesprincipals. They should
be replaced.” In exasperated response, one
can only ask, “By whom?’

It might actually turn out that much of
the No Excuses report unravels. At Earhart
Elementary Schoal in Chicago, for ingtance,
the highest-scoring students are usually
first-graders. This would mean that the
schoals are selecting high-scoring students,
not creating them (Earhart ispart of aChi-
cago program in which selection is per-

mitted). | noneextremeexample, students
who averaged at the 98th percentile asfirs-
graders had fallen to the 47th as third-
graders. At Chicago's George Washington
Elementary, ethnic trends look like those
in Serbian villages. The proportion of black
students there fell every year from 15.2%
in 1990 to 1.3% in 1999.

Most important, neither school istest-
ing anywherenear all itsstudents. Earhart
has about 33 students per grade, but often
tests only 21 or 22. Washington has 74
pupils per grade, but only in sixth grade
didit test anywhere near that number (66),
whileinthird gradeit tested only 48. Lim-
ited English might exclude some at Wash-
ington, but not at Earhart, which reports
zero cases. These considerations are not
desperate attempts to make the results dis-
appear. They describe factorsthat any com-
petent researcher would have examined.

The schools described in No Excuses
do appear to have some good qualities,al-
though the report does not extract them as
general properties. Reading the vignettes
about the schools,though,one senses that
they build a sense of community in both
the children and their parents and that they
ingtill the idea of “a possible future” in
the students. The notion that one hasafu-
tureand that it hasachance of being good
does not come automatically to children.
Indeed, according to a number of books, it
appears to be completely absent or whol-
ly distorted in children coping with mean
streets. (My complete analysis of the re-
port isavailable from the Center for Edu-
cation Research, Andyss, and Innovation,
University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, at
http://uwm.edu/Dept/CERAL.)

The RAND Study, NAEP Trends,
And the Presidential Election

In her August speech to the Republi-
can National Convention, LauraBush said,
“The highly respected nonpartisan RAND
study released just last week found that
education reforms in Texas have resulted
in some of the highest achievement gains
in the country among all racial,socioeco-
nomic, and family backgrounds.” 1t hap-
pened, she said, “because George led the
way.” Just afew weeks earlier, scientists
had reported a phenomenon moving faster
than the speed of light and thus leaving
the experimental apparatus before it had
entered it. Perhaps something similar is
happening here, as Laura Bush has her



husband’ s agenda working backward in
time. The RAND study examines NAEP
trends between 1990 and 1996. George
W. Bush became governor only in 1995.%

As| noted above, if anything has hap-
pened in Texas, it hasmoreto do with Ross
Perot, Mark White, and Ann Richards than
with anyone else. And the RAND study
emphasizes that results take time — that
is, years— to show up. In addition, the
reforms RAND implicated in the improve-
mentsare not those proposed by Gov. Bush.

The RAND study found that, nation-
ally, NAEP math scores had been rising
during the 1990-96 period. If NAEPwere
a standardized achievement test, scores
would have been heading up about one
percentilerank per year. Some states showed
no gains. Others, including Texas, North
Carolina, Michigan, Indiana, and Mary-
land, gained about two percentile ranks
per year. When the study compared stu-
dents from families with similar demo-
graphic characteristics, Texas topped the
nation,and Californiawas last. Although
senior author David Grissmer indicated that
the study could not provide causal inferenc-
es, thegains seemed to belinked to small-
er class sizes, increased preschool educa-
tion, and increased instructiond resources
for teachers.

Themediareactionto thisstory can be
taken either asaprojectivetest or asweak
evidence for a constructivis theory of cog-
nition: different media saw very different
thingsintheresults. The WashingtonPost
didn't see anything at al and carried no
story. Jodi Wilgoren of the New York Times
saw a national study and addressed the
impact of education reforms, such asin-
creased funding and smaller class size.
Gail Chaddock of the Christian Science
Monitor also emphasized the national re-
sults, but she brought in the usual conser-
vative commentators (Chester E. Finn,Jr.,
Eric Hanushek, Douglas Carnine) to spin
the data in a given way. Chaddock also
used the word “dismal” to characterize
Cdlifornids performance. | thought that
she and | had agreed on the phone that
“dismal” was not an appropriate descrip-
tion.

The Los Angeles Times headlined its
story “California Near Bottom in Educa
tion,Says RAND Report.” Timesreporter
Richard Colvin emphasized the differ-
ences between California and Texas but
pointed out that California had made above-
average gains. He also observed that the

reformsthat appeared to make the differ-
encewere those emphasized by Gore, not
the “tough accountability measures’ cham-
pioned by Bush.

Anjetta McQueen of theAssociated Press
gave lots of attention to comparisons be-
tween Texas and Cdlifornia, but she did man-
agein the opening paragraph to summarize
the mgjor nationd findings: “ States that re-
duce dass sizes, enroll more kidsin public
preschool, give teachers more classroom
materials, and target additional money to
poor children are improving the lot of all
students.”* Tamara Henry emphasized an-
other outcome in USA Today: “Minority
Students Making Stridesin Math.” Educa-
tion Week relegated DebraViadero's excel -
lent story to its“ Research” section on page
8. Onthesamepage, Viadero summarized
the AERA statement on high-stakes test-
ing.

Heather May, inthe Salt Lake Tribune,
observed that, while studentsin Utah do
well on tests,they are not improving. Not
surprisingly, the Texas mediacame down
on the side of Lone Star superiority: “Tex-
asRanked at Top in U.S. Education Study,”
claimed the Houston Chronicle. At least
the opening paragraph mentioned Perot
and White.

While Colvin and the LA Times sulked
over Californiaslow estate, an unbylined
story in the San Jose Mercury News took
the “glass-ishaf-full” tack. It took solace
in the fact that the reforms that produced
thegainsintest scoresin other stateswere
the same reforms that California had re-
cently put into place.

Vouchersand Charters

| expected to have large sections on
these two areas in this year'sreport, but
neither has seen much action in the past
12 months. The Ohio voucher program has
been declared unconstitutional by a state
judge whose decision, naturaly, is under
appeal. Meanwhile, the students already
in the program are being allowed to con-
tinue to attend private schools.

Similarly, Floridas statewide voucher
program was declared uncongtitutional and
appeal ed. At the moment, though, the pro-
gram hasgroundto ahdlt. In Florida, vouch-
erscomeinto play only if aschool receives
agrade of F two yearsinarow. Thenits
students become eligible for state-spon-
sored vouchersthat they can useto attend
private schoals. Lagt year, only two schools

The RAND study

emphasizes that
results take time
— that is, years —

to show up.

earned an F for the second time, and 53
of their students |eft. Thisyear, 78 schools
brought an F rating into the testing from
the previous year. But all managed to do
better, leaving only four new schoolswith
an F grade for thefirst time.

Both sdes daimed victory. Floridateach-
ersthough,asin other states,said that im+
proved test scores had been bought by elim-
inating breadth of instruction. “They'rewalk-
ingtalking test scores,” said one. A bit of
cognitive dissonance was introduced about
the rating system when one school garnered
best-in-the-nation in ratings by Newsweek
but received only a C from the state.

The Florida program contains an in-
teresting asymmetry:once students leave
apublic school, the school has no direct
way of getting them back. Even if an F
school moves up to A, it can do no more
than try to cgjole students to return.

Onceagain,Californiavoterswill vote
on a voucher referendum. Sponsored by
Timothy Draper, a SiliconValley venture
capitaig, the measure would provide $4,000
of taxpayer money to anyone who attends
aprivate school ,including the 600,000 stu-
dentsaready in private schools. Draper ex-
pectsto spend at least $20 million of his
own money to push the measure. While
supporters claim that awin will give par-
ents “total freedom of choice” they have
yet to explain how the exigting private school
system — or even arapidly expanding one
— can accommodate the 6,000,000 stu-
dents California currently enrollsin pub-
lic schools.

In the online Znet Commentaries of Z
magazine, Noam Chomsky produced an
argument against vouchersthat | had not
heard before: they will destroy a sense of
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community. Chomsky saw vouchers as re-
flecting the spirit of thetime: gain wealth,
forgetting al but self. “A public education
system,” Chomsky wrote, “isbased onthe
principlethat you care whether thekid down
the street gets an education.”#

In the absence of new data about vouch-
ers, | would like to cite an important older
comment from Terry Moés Private \Vbuch-
ers. Advocates of vouchers usualy present
them in terms of an unfettered market and
in an either/or Stuation: either vouchers or
the monopoly of “government” schools.
Such anaive approach ignores compl exi-
ties on both sides of the issue. Certainly,
the presence of many magnet schools gives
the lie to the charge of monopoly. On the
voucher side, Moe has this to say:

Ideology aside, perhaps the most
vexing problem [of voucher research]
is that few researchers who carry out
studies of school choiceare sensitive to
issues of ingtitutional design or context.
They proceed as though their case stud-
ies revea something general about
choice or markets when, infact — as
the Milwaukee case graphically testi-
fies — much of what they observeis
due to the specific rules, restrictions,
and control mechanismsthat shapehow
choice and mar kets happen to operate
in aparticular setting.

As any economist would be quick
to point out, the effects of choice and
markets vary, sometimes enormously,
depending on the institutional context.
The empirical literature on school
choice doeslittle to shed light on these
contingencies and, indeed, by portray-
ing choice and markets as generic re-
formswithgeneral effects,often breeds
more confusion than understanding.?

In other words, one cannot immediate-
ly generalize from the research findings
in one setting to other settings without ex-
amining the comparability of thetwo set-
tings. Pro- or anti-voucher findings from
one study may have nothing to say in a
larger or different context.

The state of charter schools has changed
little since last year’s report, which dis-
cussed a number of evaluations in Cali-
fornia, Michigan, and Arizona. The idea
remains popular with many Americans,
notably Bill Clinton.

A ‘Lighter’ Matter
Robert Marzano and his colleagues a&
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the Mid-Continent Regional Education
Laboratory estimate that the standards put
forth by professional organizations could
possibly be learned by the brightest stu-
dents by the age of 27. Perhapsasaresult
of seeing this figure, some newspapers
have been asking what the standards were
doing for the weight of sudent backpacks.
In anonscientific sample, the Florida Times
Union in Jacksorville found that some de-
mentary schoolerswere toting as much as
16 pounds on their shoulders, while high
schoolers stooped under weights as high
as 29 pounds.®

The Philadelphia Inquirer obtained
similar results. After finding that more
than hdf of parents surveyed said that they
had to help their children get the packs on
their backs, the Inquirer decided to check
into the medical ramifications of textbook
toting. “ The pediatric part of our practice
isexploding,” said onechiropractor.* The
American Academy of Orthopedic Sur-
geons reported that the heavy backpacks
can cause medical problemssuch asmus-
cle fatigue, scoliosis, and spondylitis (an
inflammation of the spine). “Asthetwig
isbent, so grows the tree,” said another
chiropractor. “If these kids are hunched
over like peasants now, imagine what they
will look likein afew years”
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