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Research of all
sorts-historicaf

sociological, and in
cognitive science-
informs the ideas
and guides the
practices of
Essential schools,

and can now begin
to examine their

efrectiveness in
enhancing student
understanding.

BY KATHLEEN CUSHMAN

What Research Suggests
About Essential School Ideas

MY PROBLEM WITH RESEARCH

into education, aside from how

hard it is to read, is that jt so often

seems to tell you what you already
knew anyhow. Why spend valuable
time and money proving that kids
learn to read quicker when you give
them good books, or that teenagers
go to school more readily and work
harder if their teachers know their

names and care what they think? I

could have told you that, 1 grumble,
and I go back to my novel.

Still, this particular era in the
history of education does demand
some measure of reflection. What

patterns in the past, what scientific
underpinnings, did lead to the Nine
Common Principles of the Coalition
of Essential Schools, which struck a

deep chord throughout the world of
schools? In the laboratory of school
change, have those deeply held
beliefs proved true? Against the
acid test-whether understanding
increases in students themselves-

would Coalition ideas and practices
bear fruit? I took myself to the
stacks to find the facts.

But facts, as Coleridge said, "are
not truths; they are not conclusions;
they are not even premises. The
truth depends on, and is only
arrived at, by a legitimate deduction

from all the facts which are truly
material." Researchers may set out,
for instance, to explore how new
ways of teaching might help kids
learn more effectively. But all too
soon they must collide with the

organizational context in which

those innovations take place-and
the structures that impede or
facilitate change then frame another
question for research.

My task, then, was to look

broadly at the research base on
which Essential School reform rests,

and through several different lenses,
particularly historical, sociological,
and psychological among them.
From the beginnings of the Coalition
to its ten-year mark, when it has
become the focus of research itself,

perhaps these facts could help to
frame some "legitimate deduction."

The Lessons of History

Ted Sizer, a historian himself by
training, often says that the ideas of
the Coalition of Essential Schools

arose out of historical research.

Looking at the forces that shaped
our present educational system
helps us understand our current
situation and gives us grounds
from which to challenge it. (An
illuminating analysis, for example,
of how American public schools
evolved to their typical structure-
from the early village schools to the
bureaucratic and more centralized

systems of the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries-appears in David
Tyack's The One Best System. A

History of American Urban Education.)
Sizer's own vision of changing

schools emerged from the Study of
High Schools that he undertook in
the 19805 with several colleagues



from Harvard University and else-
where. David K. Cohen's chapter on
the history of twentieth-century
American high schools in 7712
S}u,pping Mall High School and
Robert 1- 1 fampel's essays on the
history of high schools since the
19*)s both resulted from that study
(as did Size/s own book, i jorace's
Compromise. The Ditemmo of the
American /Jigh School). Together they
form an enlightening picture of the
history of American public educa-
ticm in this century, how tt started
and how it changed. The terms of
the current debate over high schcx,1
education were set, these histories

make clear, as early as the 18900; and
its main c(,ncern-academic quillity,
curricular flexibility, and student
motivaticm and engagement-have
not changed much since then.

But in different peric,ds educa-
tors have understood those concerns

in different ways, and shaped their
plans for clic,ols accordingly. This
century's first four decades, for
instance, saw a wave of intense
activityas thecountry builta
secondary school system that started
with about half a million students
and ended with six and a half million

by 1940. The move was driven not
only by an increasing population
and changing labor practices but by
a general belief that through educa-
tion could come social and economic

improvement. Society began to
regard teenagers as minors to be
protected from exploitation in the
labor force, and this created a
powerful new reason (aside from
academic ambition) for them to go
to school. For the first time, high
schools found themselves educating
large numbers of students who were
not there to prepare for elite colleges
or universities.

Schools responded to this
situation by offering separate
courses of study for the college-
bound, forbusine,e; students, and for

those seeking vcr.,tional training. By
1930, a distinct minority of students
was enrcilled inacademic tracks; and

in fact (as Rcibert and 1 lele n Lynd's
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19205 and '3(}s study of ".Middle-
town" and August Hollingshead's
19305 study of "Elmtown" found)
few students either worked hard or

even reported learning as their aim
in attending high school. By and
large, David Cohen observes, kids
channeled their energy into socializ-
ing, extracurricular activities, sports,
and after-school jobs.

in response, he says, schools
found themselves easing up on aca-
demic standards and differentiating
their program to suit their clients'
interests and perceived abilities.
Then as now-despite the dismay of
universities over how poorly pre-
pared, disengaged, and bored with
academics students were-neither
students nor their communities

expressed much dissatisfaction with
their own school experiences.

Not everyone agreed with the
way schools saw their task, though.
John Dewey, among others, argued
that high school work could be both
intellectually serious and deeply
engaging for everyone. In the next
several decades, educators of all
stripes began to criticize and reshape
the secondary school system. Having
made classes more accessible to

students deemed incapable of seri-
ous academic work, they began in
the Cold War era to stiffen academic

requirements in the top track.
But even among those who

worried about maintaining both
equality of access to learning and
high quality, Cohen notes, few gave
much attention to how teachers

practiced their craft. Until a revolu-
tion in cognitive science began to
focus attention on how people learn,
even those schools that tried to

engage kids through curricular
offerings used methods of instruc-
tion that left them passive and bored.

in 1969 the country began regu-
larly to measure the performance of
its students through the National
Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEID. And just as the country's
needs for workers trained in higher-
order thinking skills reached a new
high in the 19805, NAEP data
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revealed, fewer students were leav-
ing school proficient in those skills.

In this historical context, the
next wave of school reform began,
sparked by the 1983 publication of
the government's report A Nation at
Risk. Educational reformers brought
to the table many ways to reshape
the country's schools-from intro-
ducing school-based management or
market competition to giving
students more tests and holding
schools more accountable for their

performance. But for the first time,
change addressed more than just the
forms and organization of schooling.
Now researchers also had new ways
to evaluate instructional alternatives,

through cognitive scientists' theoret-
ical advances in the area of teaching
and learning.

The Social Perspective
The Coalition of Essential Schools

began in 1984 as an effort to link
teachers and schools across the

country in a shared commitment to
new ways of thinking about what
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gc,es (,n in the classrcum. Frc,m its
modest start with twelve member

schools, it has grown to include
close to 800 at various stages of
involvement. it has allied itself with

the Educatiori Commission of the

States, in the Re:Learning initiative
that concentrates on state and local

policy. And its National Re:Learning
Faculty has created a professional
development network that trajns
teachers to work for change within
their own and nearby schools.

The very existence of such a
network, argues Stanford University
researcher Milbrey McLaughlin,
creates a crucial context that makes

schcxit change more likely. Studies
she condu cted from 1987 to 1992 at
the Center for Research on the

Context of Secondary School
Teaching show that reforms take

hold only when teachers operate
within a strong and supportive prc)-
fessional community. Whether that
community comes from a depart-
ment, a school, a professional orga-
nization (like the National Writing
Project), ora network such as CES
matters little as long as it works to
"generate knowledge, craft new

norms of practice, and sustain
participants in their efforts to reflect,
examine, experiment, and change,-

Where states and districts pro-
mote a common set of principles as
the backbone of systemic reform
efforts, teachers reshape their atti-
tudes and practices more successful-
ly, McLaughlin's data show. (Strong
Essential Schc,01 networks in Califor-

nia, Kentucky, and New York, for
example, have created a culture of
innovation by embedding Coalition
principles in curriculum frameworks
and assessment instruments.) But

that condition is not enough,
Mclaughlin warns; teachers must
also "participate in a professional
ccimmunity tiwt discusses new
te.iching materials and strategies
,ind th,it supports the risk-taking
,and struggle entailed in transform-
ina pmctice."

Even that support may prove
frail within the culture c)f individual

schools, ethnograpliic research
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Some Key Findings that Support
Essential School Ideas

• How personal the secondary school environment is matters more than any
other single factor in encouraging students' engagement and their willingness
to work hard on academic goals. When teachers connect with and understand
their students' families, cultures, and life outside school, students achieve at
higher levels. (Mclaughlin 1993)

• At all achievement levels students prefer an active classroom role, and this
is particularly important to nontraditional students, who generally fail to
thrive in teacher-dominated classrooms. (McLaughlin 1993)

• Disadvantaged students seem to benefit from schools where advanced
academic course work sets high expectations for all. (Lee and Smith 1994;
Bryk, [*,e, and Holland 1993)

• By itself, implementing more challenging, higher-quality academic content
will accomplish little if students do not feel connected to school and take a
positive view of themselves as learners. (Lee and Smith 1994)

• Smaller schools are more productive work places for both adults and
students, and student achievement is more equitably distributed. (Lee, Bryk,
and Smith 1990)

• Any number of restructuring moves that depart significantly from conver-
tional practices to make schools less bureaucratic and more "communal"
contribute to student achievement gains across the spectrum of socioeconomic
and other differences. (Lee and Smith 1994)

• The public believes that students should not graduate or be passed from
grade to grade without evidence of achievement, not merely effort. (Public
Agenda 1994)

• Good schools do not merely compile innovative elements when they
restructure; they have an "effective organizational syndrome" that is often
"communally organized," reflecting a vision of how components work
together. (Chubb and Moe 1990; Bryk and Driscoll 1988; Bryk et al. 1993)

• Networks of all kinds-among schcols, among teachers exploring new
practices, among students-contribute to deeper student learning.
(McLaughlin 1993)

• A sense of mission or ethos that defines the school contributes to higherstu-
dent achievement, particularly with disadvantaged students. (Bryk et al. 1993)

• Students learn best when learning is embedded in authentic contexts.
(Collins et al. 1991)

• A studenfs intelligence is not fixed and unitary but a uniquely personal
complex that thrives best when instruction is personal and developmentally
appropriate. (Gardner et al., 1991)

indicates. Unless a school builds a

sense of shared purpose and values,
continuing to reflect on and develop
it and drawing in new participants
over time, Essential School ideas

will not exert permanent or far-
reaching influence, as Donna
Muncey and Patrick McQuillan
conclude in their five-year study of
eight Coalition member schools.
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Yet if a school does succeed in

instilling such a sense of mission, the
common set of principles Essential

schools adopt will in itself contrib-
ute to the likelihood that students

will achieve at higher levels, other
research indicates. In their studies of

Catholic schools and of small schools

in the Chicago area and elsewhere,
Anthony Bryk and his colleagues
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