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Foreword

MOST BOOKS on school change present schools once they are success-
ful. At best, they attempt to reconstruct their history. Claude Golden-

berg, though, has written a terrific book on the process of changing schools
by improving teaching and learning.

It depicts a Los Angeles elementary school from its initial stagnation
through a five-year period of development. Through his telling, we actually
experience changes as they occur. Very few, if any, studies of school change
portray this how of change—the dynamics needed to understand and learn
from case studies. Goldenberg was in the unique position of working along-
side the principal, teachers, students, and community members over the five-
year period. The benefits of this for the quality of writing are obvious. He
combines specificity with analytic concepts, passion and commitment with
detailed observations. The result is a powerful, real story that carries the
reader along with its ever increasing interest and clarity.

Successful School Change takes us on an authentic journey. First we see
a Latino community with little success and hope concerning their children’s
schooling. We see the initial attempts at change, which face the typical ob-
stacles of inertia, as well as skeptical if well-intentioned teachers. It was not
just an appeal to children’s learning that provided the early breakthroughs,
but rather the reflective and persistent use of a change model and change
processes that over time broke down their skepticism.

Goldenberg then takes us through the growing interest and success of
teachers as they collectively grapple with assessment issues, instructional
improvement, grade and cross-grade meetings, and, above all, new profes-
sional development experiences that actually help them and rekindle their
belief that it is possible to work together to make a difference. There is no
magic here. Goldenberg and his colleagues develop and use a fairly simple
change model—that is, simple in its describable elements, but complex to
make work in the hurly-burly of their day-to-day demands.

In addition to instructionally oriented change processes that increase
student learning and achievement in literacy, Goldenberg also makes clear
how other key elements of the setting feed into the school’s success: new learn-

vii



ing experiences for teachers that lead to shared clarity and commitment;
greater coherence in the school in the face of multiple, fragmented demands;
breakthrough relationships with Latino parents; and traversing the cultures
of schools and universities in order to establish a productive rapport.

All of this is classic change material—except that it is detailed, compre-
hensive, and flows over time from an initial poor performance to strong
increases in student achievement as the school demonstrates not only a sig-
nificant success, but also outstrips the performance of other schools in the
district as well.

The story never bogs down and moves us further and further along. Alas,
Goldenberg leaves us with the bane of these efforts—how to sustain them.
Here the message is not encouraging. In a postscript, Goldenberg reflects on
the eventual “fizzle,” in which even solid success erodes after five years. We
are reminded that changing one school at a time will not yield reform on a
larger, sustainable scope (see Fullan, 2003a, 2003b).

Goldenberg, however, does take us to the cusp of more durable change.
He and his colleagues reveal with clarity and conviction what it takes to get
substantial reform in a particular school. Successful School Change is a great
book, which takes us far into the real dynamics of reform. It pushes the bound-
aries of what we know, and sets the stage for going to the next stage of last-
ing change—achieving success in many schools simultaneously to establish
new contexts and conditions of reform on an all-encompassing scale.

Michael Fullan
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IT HAS BECOME a cliché to say that education is in “crisis.” But it is true:
A deep sense of crisis pervades discussions of education in the United States.

Perhaps most distressingly, the crisis appears to be chronic. Reports in the
mass media, articles and books for specialists and general readers, and pub-
lications in professional and scientific outlets fill our screens, more often than
not pinpointing another educational problem spot. To be fair, we sometimes
hear or read about success stories or things going well or individual schools
defying the odds. Recently there have been well-publicized, even if highly
disputed, reports of significant improvements in entire state systems. But more
commonly, even the good news has an implicit bad spin: Why are the good
schools or the good teachers the exceptions rather than the rule?

This crisis—whether real or manufactured (see Berliner & Biddle, 1997,
who argue that the “crisis” is fake and designed to undermine public educa-
tion in the United States)—leaves no sector of our society untouched, but chil-
dren, families, and front-line educators are affected directly and constantly.
The educators, moreover, are the ones who daily face the challenge of educat-
ing 50 million schoolchildren and contending with the many uncertainties,
ambiguities, and complexities inherent in their work and exacerbated in this
era of unprecedented school reform. And this era is unprecedented. More than
10 years ago Joseph Murphy said we were in the midst of “the most wide-
spread, intense, public, comprehensive, and sustained effort to improve edu-
cation in our history” (Murphy, 1991, p. viii). Michael Fullan (1991) also
claimed that there were so many innovative programs being attempted or
underway in North American schools that the number “is impossible to esti-
mate” (p. 4). The reform boom proliferated throughout the 1990s, with un-
told numbers of reform efforts nationwide, dozens of national reform networks,
and thousands of schools and districts (not to mention states) attempting dif-
ferent types of school reform (e.g., Fullan, 2000a, 2000b; Slavin, 2003).

The challenge educators face is particularly acute for those who have in
their classrooms large numbers of students from groups that traditionally
have done poorly in our schools. One of these groups is students whose pri-
mary language is not English, by far the largest number of which are stu-
dents of Latino descent. Of an estimated four and one half million students
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in U.S. schools who are limited in their English proficiency, nearly 3.6 mil-
lion speak Spanish as their primary language (Kindler, 2002). The number
has risen dramatically over the past 2 decades and continues to grow. In
California, Spanish-speaking limited-English students make up one fifth of
the school-age population. But limited-English speakers are not just in Cali-
fornia and states such as Texas, traditionally associated with large Hispanic
populations. The challenge of improving schooling for Latino students, just
as the challenge of improving schooling for all students, is national.

The purpose of this book is to take the reader into the workings of a
5-year effort to improve teaching and achievement at a single elementary
school (Freeman Avenue Elementary) serving a mostly Latino population in
the metropolitan Los Angeles area. The book is a detailed case study of a
partnership between school-based educators and university-based research-
ers who worked together over an extended period to improve academic
achievement, primarily in the language arts. Our efforts were successful in
many respects, and this book details the ideas and activities that help ex-
plain the project’s outcomes. The book will draw on 15 years of research
and teaching in a low-income school district in the metropolitan Los Ange-
les area, where I conducted my dissertation research, taught first grade for
3½ years, then continued studies in early literacy development, parent in-
volvement, teacher training, and school change.

The project described here incorporated themes, concepts, and ap-
proaches that I think are applicable in many situations, with different popu-
lations of children and different kinds of issues. This project succeeded in
changing teaching and learning at the school and did so by drawing on di-
verse sources and experiences not limited to research or theory on Latino
children or any other particular group of children. Although issues of second-
language learning, bilingual education, immigration, and the school success
of traditionally underachieving minorities help constitute the larger context
of this work, the book’s message is more general: We can improve the per-
formance of our schools by creating a sustained, coherent, and focused school-
wide effort aimed at improving identified student outcomes. Doing so is only
partly a matter of “organized common sense” (Fullan, 1991). It is far more
difficult than most people realize. It requires the creation of settings in the
school where professionals can, over a sustained period, focus on important
student outcomes and receive assistance in improving student learning in their
classrooms and school-wide.

Three themes weave their way through the narrative:

1. Settings are where changes happen; schools are both settings them-
selves, and they comprise a number of smaller settings;

2. Coherence is vital for successful change; coherence is the result of
consistency and integration from one setting to the next; and
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3. School improvement—any organizational improvement—requires
substantive and ongoing opportunities in order for everyone, not only
students, to learn.

The concept of settings comes from Sarason (1972) and Tharp and
Gallimore (1988). Sarason defines a setting, very generally, as “any instance
in which two or more people come together in new relationships over a sus-
tained period of time in order to achieve certain goals” (Sarason, 1972;
p. 1). There were numerous settings at Freeman that were instrumental for
the changes that took place at the school; it was in these settings that the rhetoric
and talk about school change were translated into actions that then had con-
sequences for teaching and learning. A large portion of the book will be con-
cerned with describing and illustrating the origins and functioning of critical
settings such as the Academic Expectations Committee (AEC), the Academic
Assessment Committee (AAC), and various other settings where some combi-
nation of faculty, administrators, and researchers met in order to pursue the
goals of the project. There will also be discussion of settings in students’ homes,
drawn from previous and ongoing research, and how these settings supported
the school improvement efforts that were the focus of this project.

Although the book draws from the literature on school change and
improving learning opportunities for students in general, its core example is
a detailed recounting of a school-change project that succeeded in making
important changes in teaching and learning in a predominantly Latino ele-
mentary school district. And although I believe the project reveals general
processes relevant for improving any school, improving the performance of
Latino students is an important topic in itself. Students of Latino descent tend
to do poorly in U.S. schools. Historically the schools’ response to the chal-
lenge of non-English-speaking students has been uneven, fitful, and laced with
political, ideological, instructional, and methodological controversies; some
of our fellow citizens would deny illegal immigrants access to public edu-
cation (Goldenberg, 1996). Critics argue that either by design or default,
language-minority students are being excluded from school reform efforts
(Olsen, 1994). From this standpoint alone, I hope that a book describing in
some detail how a school went from being less to more effective in educat-
ing its Latino student body will make a meaningful contribution to the lit-
erature on reform, particularly for language-minority students. In fact, the
project described in this book is the only example with which I am familiar
of a study that describes and documents how a school became more effec-
tive with a population of language-minority students.

The book’s intended audience is educators, researchers, and policy-
makers interested in bringing about meaningful and substantive educational
changes for these and other students in our schools. In the past few years,
many promising models, programs, and approaches to “whole-school” (or



xvi Introduction

“comprehensive-school”) reform have emerged. One of the earliest attempts
to systematize concepts and strategies into a workable school reform model
or program was the work in “effective schools.” Effective schools research goes
back to the early 1970s and the discovery of schools that were unusually “ef-
fective” with typically low-achieving student populations (Bliss, Firestone, &
Richards, 1991). More recently, other comprehensive school reform models
have emerged (e.g., Success for All, Accelerated Schools), some of them dem-
onstrating plausible effects on student achievement (American Institutes for
Research, 1999; Slavin & Fashola, 1998). In the last half of the 1990s, atten-
tion turned to the implementation of comprehensive school reform models (see
Desimone, 2002; Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2003 for recent re-
views)—just as it did a generation ago for earlier attempts to improve teach-
ing and learning in schools (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977). The problem,
however, is that we know very little directly of the process—how schools lit-
erally go from being less to more effective in educating their students. Recent
research suggests that “specific, consistent, authoritative, powerful, and stable”
policies promote stronger program implementations (Desimone, 2002, p. 433).
But there are very few, if any, detailed accounts that begin, as Sarason (1972)
has termed it, “before the beginning” and detail how a school-change effort
came about, why, who was behind it, and what were the reactions, obstacles,
failures, and successes of the effort.1

If a school decides to adopt a particular reform model or program, it
can join a network or consortium, pay for training and materials, and imple-
ment the program or model (American Institutes for Research, 1999; Traub,
1999; Walter & Hassel, n.d.). Some schools might wish to go this route,
and they might be well-advised to do so. For others, however, I suspect
this will not be viable. At Freeman, for example, it would have been im-
possible since the district already had underway a large number of diverse
initiatives in which it was heavily invested, and there was no way in the
foreseeable future that it would permit an individual school to subordinate
them to some other program. What are these schools, or leaders within these
schools, to do, particularly in the face of the onslaught of disconnected
programs and brilliant new ideas emanating from district central offices
or state departments of education? The approach to school change described
in this book offers a set of options. There was no specific program being
implemented. Rather, we had a “School Change Model,” a conceptual tool
to think about the key parameters and dimensions involved in trying to
change the direction of an entire school so that instead of continuing to
wallow in unacceptably low levels of student achievement—with which
nobody was satisfied—we would start heading in a more productive direc-
tion. Illuminating the process we followed, in the context of this one project
with an explicitly stated conceptual framework, is the book’s principal goal.



1

Doing the Ordinary

If one is always looking for unusual circumstances and dramatic events,

he cannot appreciate how difficult it is to make the ordinary happen.

(Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973, p. xii)

We soon realized that visions are not simply implemented.

(Trubowitz & Longo, 1997, p. 22)

1

EVERY FAMILY has its parables; here is one from mine. It involves my
father, who, for most of his professional career, was in academic medi-

cine, usually in a department of medicine at a state university medical school.
One day the chairman complained loudly at a department meeting about
patient records that lay disorganized and strewn about the records room;
apparently, they had been in this state for some time, and no one could quite
figure out what to do. Everyone was duly concerned. Something clearly had
to be done. This was no way for the Department of Medicine to conduct its
affairs. Finally my father spoke up and said he’d see what he could do.
“Great,” everyone sighed with relief; “Julio will take care of it.”

As my father tells it, what happened next was not very dramatic. It went
something like this: “I walked out of the meeting, and to the first resident I
saw I said, ‘Come with me.’ We went to the records room, which was really
a mess, and went through the records and put them in order. It took a few
hours, but we just did it.” The next day, according to my father, several of
his colleagues came up to him and told him he was the hero of the depart-
ment. “Why?” he asked, ignorant of what he had done. The surprising re-
sponse: He had organized the records.

The first time my father told the story it was with great amusement over
how something so mundane can lead to such high honor. Over the years in
our family we referred to “the records” whenever we wanted to make one,
or both, of two points: first, if something needs to get done you just do it;
second, getting something accomplished—even if it’s something fairly trivial,
but just getting it done—will often astound people.
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I’ve thought of this story frequently in my work with schools and teach-
ers. A few years ago, when I was working at a university laboratory school
trying to help set up a bilingual education program, one of the parents was
extremely supportive of the idea but couldn’t understand why a bilingual
program was not simply willed into existence. “Why don’t you just do it?”
she asked in exasperation one day, dismayed at how much time we were
spending reviewing research, program descriptions and evaluations, and
meeting to discuss various possible configurations, issues, and needs. She
seemed to assume that implementing a bilingual program was basically a
question of formulating a plan, then implementing it. Or, in terms my father
would appreciate, largely a matter of straightening the records. You spend a
few hours in a room somewhere, and you just get it done.

The irony of her question, and her exasperation, is that I, too, basically
believe that when something needs to get done you just do it. But at the same
time (and I shudder to say this) it’s truly often not that simple. Things get in
the way, people object, established routines assert themselves, competing
demands intrude, there are conflicting opinions, there are conflicting per-
sonalities, there are conflicting interests, and insecurities and uncertainties
emerge. Sometimes we simply don’t know what to do or how to do it. And
so on.

For teachers—and schools in general—getting things done that don’t fall
into fairly familiar routines and tasks of teaching, planning, record-keeping,
grading, putting students in classrooms, distributing materials, and so forth
are particularly difficult. Teachers are, first and foremost, in direct contact
with and responsible for students nearly 6 hours a day, which leaves little
time and energy for anything other than teaching or preparing to teach. Prin-
cipals, coordinators, and other administrators are similarly swamped by the
ongoing demands of being responsive to and responsible for hundreds, even
thousands, of students and often their parents, day in, day out. Although all
occupations have their stresses and demands, people who have not worked
in schools directly cannot, I think, appreciate how intellectually, physically,
and emotionally draining it is, particularly in today’s schools. Attempts at
reform have been meeting with this sort of response for at least the last
15 years:

What happened to education reform in my building? Gangs, guns, disruptive
behavior, teenage pregnancy, serious problems from dysfunctional families and
society which spill over into the school have thwarted the ambitious plans to
“reform” education. . . . Won’t someone please report that we are working very
hard under very stressing conditions? . . . our morale is terrible, but most of us
are doing our best to make life better for our students. (Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching, 1990, p. 18)
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In the academic and professional press we have been reading: “The more
things change the more they stay the same” (Cohen, 1988) or “It’s déjà vu
all over again” (Cuban, 1990) or “The predictable failure of educational
reform” (Sarason, 1990) or “Second thoughts about LEARN surface in L.A.”
(Hendrie, 1997) or “‘Annenberg Challenge’ proves to be just that” (Olson,
1997a). The simplicity and directness of my father’s records story is appeal-
ing, but “just do it” has not proven very helpful in trying to make things
happen in schools, even when lots of people seem to want it to happen—
whatever “it” is. “Just do it” just doesn’t do it. There certainly are some very
good examples of successful change in schools (e.g., Borman et al., 2003;
Comer, 1980; Finnan et al., 1996; Slavin et al., 1996; Tharp & Gallimore,
1988), some of which have even demonstrated positive effects on student
achievement. And there are accounts, controversial to be sure, of district-
wide and state-wide successful improvement efforts, such as in Texas (Grissmer,
Flanagan, Kawata, & Williamson, 2000). But we make a huge mistake if we
assume that changes are simply willed into existence, the product of one or
more motivated individuals or obedient faculties doing a principal’s, super-
intendent’s, or governor’s bidding.

The other moral of my father’s records story has been more useful, how-
ever. And that is (with only slight exaggeration) that if you actually manage
to get something done—even if it is something that seems fairly ordinary—
you can astonish people. You will certainly get some credibility. It is often
so hard in schools to make changes, that people generally assume nothing of
consequence can really change. And if changes are made they are seen as
superficial, inconsequential, or worse. My impression is that most people in
schools really do have great faith in the old saw that the more things change
the more they stay the same. The cynicism, distrust, and general weariness
over other people’s ideas for change and innovation are quite startling, so
much so that when something really different happens and people perceive
that it’s different and that it’s—with some luck—a change for the better, this
is indeed cause for celebration.

This moral—that getting things done gets people’s attention—has been
very instructive for me. It has served to remind me of the need to get things
done—real, tangible, concrete things that people can readily perceive, for
which they see a value, and that will permit them to say, “Maybe we’re
actually doing something here.” It seems so banal, but then I’ve also come
to the conclusion that much of what we need to do if we are to be successful
in helping students and teachers create environments where they will be more
successful is banal—getting things on the calendar and keeping them there,
remembering what happened before and what we agreed to do next then
doing it, listening and observing so that we are attuned to what is going on
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(didn’t Yogi Berra also contribute, “You can see a lot by just looking”?),
and making and allowing enough time to identify issues and think through
possible solutions, which someone then goes and tries out. This perhaps in-
cludes even straightening out the records so that at least the room looks tidy
and people feel someone is actually doing something.

Of course, good, vibrant, important, and valid ideas; knowledge; and
skills related to teaching, learning, and education are essential for successful
and meaningful reform. These are the aspects of reform that most everyone
likes to write and talk about. And they are necessary. But they are not suffi-
cient. Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) were right when they observed that
we “cannot appreciate how difficult it is to make the ordinary happen” if
we are always looking for “unusual circumstances and dramatic events.” This,
to me, is one of the great paradoxes of school reform. We want dramatic
events and radical change, fueled by our continued sense of children’s, ado-
lescents’, and adults’ huge, untapped potential. But we underestimate how
difficult it is to make the ordinary happen. The devil, truly, is in the details:
Connecting rhetoric and action often makes change elusive—and illusive.
Rhetoric can be inspiring, moving, and uplifting. Reality is cantankerous,
unforgiving, and often quite banal.

In many respects this book is about making the ordinary (some might
say the banal) happen—helping students who tend not to do very well in our
schools read and write at higher levels. Is this a worthy goal? I think so, and
all the educators and parents with whom I have worked for 25 years—not
to mention the public at large—think so. Will our educational problems and
social evils—inequity, discrimination, poverty—disappear if more students
learn to read and write at “grade level”? Of course not, although there is
reason to think that raising literacy levels among groups in our society who
typically have been poorly served by schools would help expand their social
and economic opportunities. Is this all we should aspire to—getting students
to read and write at higher levels? Absolutely not; it’s important, but the
educational reform agenda must be broader and deeper than that.1 Will re-
tooling schools get at the heart of the problems faced by students and fami-
lies? Will it obviate the need to attack forcibly and relentlessly the other
challenges that assail so many of our students and their families—challenges
such as inequity, discrimination, poverty? No.

But these answers should not lead us to underestimate the importance
of this seemingly “ordinary” goal: helping students learn to be good readers
and writers. Students should learn, on the one hand, to read competently,
make sense of and draw inferences and insights from what one is reading,
read effectively for a variety of relevant purposes; and on the other hand, to
write competently, to communicate well and effectively, to be able to put
words on paper (or on a screen), for a variety of purposes that are relevant
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and meaningful for the writer and the reader. These are so fundamental, so
central to personal, vocational, professional, and social development, not to
mention economic opportunity, in a modern technological, information-based
society, it seems hardly necessary to justify efforts geared specifically toward
accomplishing such goals. If I ever lost sight of their importance, all I had to
do was to think back to my first teaching assignment in San Antonio, Texas,
where I taught classes of “remedial” eighth-grade readers.

These students’ reading levels were so low—some were truly nonreaders—
that they failed to qualify for the federally funded emergency reading pro-
gram. The school principal took away their elective and assigned them to
me—a first-year teacher with five sections of problematic readers. The devas-
tating effects of poor reading and writing skills (on the students and their
teachers) were so painfully obvious I am mystified by observers who down-
play the importance of attacking this problem as directly and forthrightly as
humanly possible. I have at times been confronted with the following response
to the effort described here: “So you raised reading achievement. That’s very
nice. What’s the big deal?” But it is a big deal, and it is an especially big deal
to students and the parents and the teachers of students most in need of fun-
damental help in learning to read and write competently and confidently.
Unfortunately, the seeming ordinariness of this goal belies its absolute cen-
trality. I do not believe this point requires further elaboration or justifica-
tion; interested or skeptical readers are encouraged to consult Murnane and
Levy (1996), Kaestle (1991), Miller (1988), Snow, Burns, and Griffin (1998),
and Chall, Jacobs, and Baldwin (1990).

Most of this book describes and analyzes my experiences with a single,
mostly Latino elementary school in Southern California, where I worked
with the principal, teachers, and university colleagues to help make changes
that would improve students’ literacy achievement. Latino children tend
to do very poorly in our schools—they generally begin academically be-
hind and the gap between their achievement and “grade-level” norms grows
progressively as they go through school. This is true regardless of whether
they are in bilingual programs or in English “immersion” programs (more
about bilingual education later). Given the large and growing Latino popu-
lation in the United States, the systematic underachievement of Latino stu-
dents is a challenge our schools must confront squarely. My hope is that
this book will be a contribution to this effort. But I also hope it will be a
contribution to a larger effort to understand how to change schools for the
better, regardless of the linguistic, ethnic, cultural, socioeconomic, or other
characteristics of the student body. I am convinced that many (if not all)
of the principles and dynamics I will describe are applicable to schools and
populations that are different from the school and the students you will
read about here.
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A CASE STUDY OF CHANGE

The single, unambiguous goal of the project described here was to improve
students’ literacy achievement, in whichever language students were learn-
ing to read and write. For the large majority of students at the school, this
was Spanish until they “transitioned” into English instruction sometime in
third or fourth grade. The goal of improved literacy achievement would
appear to be ordinary enough, given that schools are supposed to be in the
business of teaching, learning, and trying to find better ways of doing both.
Yet as Pressman and Wildavsky would have predicted, improving literacy
teaching and learning was difficult to accomplish. Although we did not ac-
complish all that we would have liked, we made some progress, and my hope
is that by describing and analyzing in some detail what we did, how we did
it, and why, it will provide others with concepts, ideas, and strategies that
might be useful for them.

A portion of the book describes my colleagues’ and my prior and on-
going research on various aspects of Latino children’s literacy development,
particularly the role that children’s homes can play in this development (fea-
tured in Chapter 7). But most of the book is a study of change at a single
elementary school serving a mostly Latino population. The story commences
before our project efforts actually began in the 1990–91 school year and
continues through the next 4 years; specific aspects are described in subse-
quent chapters. In Chapter 8 I discuss the school-university aspect of this
project and what lessons it might offer. In the final chapter I describe what
happened at the school after the project per se ended. The picture here is not
quite as rosy.

What can we learn from a single case? In the most general terms, as
Shulman (1986) has argued, “cases” help us understand complex social phe-
nomena. Detailed cases can illuminate and illustrate the connections between
people, events, and outcomes in a way that other types of studies cannot.
Case methods, in fact, have a long and distinguished tradition in psychol-
ogy, business and management, law, sociology and, increasingly, in educa-
tion. The detailed description and analysis that is possible with case studies
allows us to answer questions and see (secondhand, of course) events and
people in a way that other forms of research do not. Robert Yin has written
that “case studies are the preferred strategy when ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions
are being posed . . . and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon
within some real-life context” (Yin, 1994, p. 1).

At this point in the evolution of our understanding of the processes and
outcomes of school change, and particularly with the profusion of “school
reform models” we have seen since the mid-1990s, it seems to me that “how”
and “why” within a real-life context are precisely the kinds of questions that
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need to be addressed: How does a school go from being ineffective (or no
more effective than schools around it) to effective (or at least, relatively more
effective)? Why is change so difficult to bring about? These are the questions
I try to address here, in the context of one very real-life effort.

Thirty years ago, Seymour Sarason identified a void in the literature that
still largely exists today (Fullan, 2000a; Sarason, 1996): the absence of com-
prehensive descriptions of change processes in schools. Michael Fullan, com-
menting on the significant finding that schools with collaborative cultures
where assessment and instruction feed off each other produce better student
learning, also cites the same “fundamental problem”:

The researchers who reported these results examined schools . . . once they were
“up and running.” We know nothing about how these particular schools got
that way, let alone how to go about producing more of them. (Fullan, 2000a,
p. 582)

The large and ever-growing literature on school change includes some
very valuable portraits of changed or changing schools (e.g., Chasin & Levin,
1995; Heckman, 1996; Lieberman, 1995; Wagner, 1994). Recently we have
seen a very useful focus on teacher professional development in the context
of addressing actual instructional and learning issues in their own classrooms
(e.g., Clark, 2001; Lieberman & Miller, 2001). But what has been missing is
a more detailed, broader and longer view of the change process, the condi-
tions leading up to it, and the results and outcomes—not the least of which
are student outcomes in terms of measured student achievement—of events
within that process. The closest thing I have found to what I think Sarason
and Fullan are calling for is James Comer’s School Power (1980). Comer
describes a school-change project located in inner-city New Haven that in-
volved a school-university collaboration to improve schooling for the largely
African-American population in two elementary schools. Since Comer was
present at the project’s inception, and in fact was a major player in it, he
was able to describe, analyze, and link individuals, events, and outcomes in
a way and with a comprehensiveness that no other study I know has been
able to accomplish. In many respects his work has been a model and an in-
spiration for my own.

LATINO STUDENTS IN U.S. SCHOOLS

Aside from the general problems and issues of school reform, this book also
focuses on another formidable challenge U.S. educators face: How do we help
Latino students, particularly those with limited English-speaking abilities,
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succeed in our schools? Latinos constitute the fastest growing segment of our
school-age population. There are nearly 8 million Hispanic students in U.S.
schools, representing nearly 17% of the total K-12 enrollment (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2002); over 3 1/2 million of these students are limited in
their English proficiency.

The numbers have risen dramatically over the past 2 decades, and they
continue to grow. Between 1984 and 1992, at a time when the size of the
general school population remained essentially stable, the number of Lim-
ited English Proficient (LEP) students—more recently referred to as ELLs,
or English language learners (nearly 80% of whom are Spanish speaking)—
grew by 70% nation-wide (National Clearinghouse for Bilingual Education,
1995). Throughout the 1990s, the number of ELL students continued to grow
both in absolute terms and as a percentage of the school-age population. In
the 2000–01 school year, nearly 10% of the total U.S. school enrollment—
an estimated 4 1/2 million students—were English language learners. In
California, the number of limited-English-speaking students, Latino and non-
Latino, has grown nearly 250% since 1980. Students with limited English
proficiency currently constitute one fourth of the school-age population; over
83% of these—nearly 1 1/4 million students—are Spanish speakers (Kindler,
2002).

Students who are limited in their English-speaking abilities are not lo-
cated just in California, Texas, and other border states; they now constitute
5% or more of the school-age population in nearly half the states (Kindler,
2002). An article in Education Week several years ago, noting the growth in
numbers of Latino students in traditionally white, English-speaking areas such
as Utah, observed that “the enrollment in Salt Lake’s schools makes it clear
that the city has more in common with New York City and Los Angeles than
you might imagine” (Lindsay, 1995, pp. 25–26).

Many Latino students present challenges for educators that go beyond
the question of which language should be used for instruction. Latinos are
more likely to be poor and come from poorly educated families than their
white counterparts; they’re less than half as likely as their white counterparts
to have attended preschool (17% vs. 38%); their academic achievement is
lower and their dropout rates higher than those of whites. Even when taught
and tested in Spanish, many of these students experience low levels of lit-
eracy attainment. First-, second-, and third-grade children tested in Spanish
score, on average, below national norms. When taught and tested in English,
the disparities persist and even grow. Despite some evidence of improvement
in achievement among Hispanics over the past 15–20 years, achievement gaps
between Latinos—whether they are U.S.- or foreign-born (Kao & Tienda,
1995)—and non-Hispanic whites in all academic areas appear early and
persist throughout their schooling careers. For example, in the early 1990s,
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Hispanic youngsters scored well below their non-Hispanic White peers at
ages 9, 13, and 17. At age 13, Hispanics’ achievement on average was 2 years
below that of whites; 17-year-old Latinos read only slightly better than
13-year-old White students (U.S. Department of Education, 1995). During
the 1990s the differences in achievement between Latino students and non-
Latino whites have hardly changed (Campbell, Hombo, & Mazzeo, 2000).

Unfortunately, our schools’ response to the challenge of non-English-
speaking students has been uneven and pitted with controversies such as those
swirling around bilingual education (Crawford, 1999). This book is not about
bilingual education, but since bilingual education constitutes an important
part of its context, I will lay out my perspective on it briefly. Readers inter-
ested in bilingual education and the many heated debates about it are re-
ferred to Bilingual Research Journal (1992), Crawford (1999), Rossell and
Baker (1996), and the citations below.

THE BILINGUAL EDUCATION CONTROVERSY

Few areas in education evoke as much controversy and vitriol as bilingual
education. Rhetoric on both sides can become intense. Some years ago a
prominent bilingual education proponent argued that some of the opposi-
tion to bilingual education “is grounded . . . in discriminatory attitudes about
the place of racial and ethnic minorities and in the belief, held by some, that
equal educational opportunity is not desirable” (Cárdenas, 1986, p. 363).
At the other extreme, U.S. English, an organization opposed to bilingual
education, took out an advertisement in a national magazine calling bilin-
gual education “child abuse” (Time, February 20, 1995, p. 78). Defenders
of bilingual education denounce the “bogus arguments” against it (Krashen,
1999); skeptics ask whether bilingual education can contribute to segrega-
tion and inherently unequal educational opportunities (Pyle, 1995). And so
it goes, an argument without end.

Modern bilingual education in the United States was rooted in the civil
rights struggles of the 1960s. It has since become the subject of statutes, court
decisions, national and state policies, and thousands of basic and applied
studies in education, psychology, and linguistics—and an enormous amount
of controversy. California voters in 1998 overwhelmingly approved Propo-
sition 227, designed to end bilingual education. In contrast, support for bi-
lingual education is strong in other parts of the country. “Texans in poll back
bilingual education,” reported the Dallas Morning News (Stutz, 1998,
p. 39A). And the Los Angeles Times, accustomed to carrying grim news about
the fate of bilingual education in California, reported a contrasting story from
Florida: “Miami expands bilingual ed” (Anderson, 1998, p. A1).
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One problem bilingual education faces is that it seems to fly in the face
of common sense. Isn’t it just common sense, an earnest and fair-minded
colleague once asked me imploringly, that the sooner and more intensely
children are in an all-English environment the sooner they will acquire and
become proficient in English? As I told her at the time, I am a big fan of
common sense, but it often is not the best guide to the truth. If we only re-
lied on common sense we would still think the sun revolves around a flat
earth. The truth is often more complex than common sense allows. In the
case of bilingual education, the classic argument is that:

1. a child learns most readily in the language he or she knows best; learn-
ing new knowledge and skills in English while at the same time trying
to learn the language itself can be academically crippling for many;

2. one can learn a great deal academically in one’s home language (e.g.,
Spanish) while simultaneously learning how to speak and understand
a second (e.g., English);

3. what a person learns in a first language actually helps in learning a
second, since increased knowledge and understanding in general will
make second-language learning more meaningful, thereby facilitat-
ing it;

4. what one learns in a first language is still known when one learns the
second; knowledge and skills learned in the first language are avail-
able—that is, they transfer—to the person in the second language.

The upshot is that instruction in the primary language (e.g., Spanish)
makes a contribution to eventual achievement in the second language (e.g.,
English). Conversely, instructing a non-English-speaking child in an all-
English environment risks depriving that child of learning opportunities that
can only take place in a language he or she understands well. The net result
of all-English instruction for many non-English speakers is hampered per-
formance. Although this reasoning has logic and empirical findings to sup-
port it (Greene, 1997; Willig, 1985), it is quite a bit more circuitous than the
appealing common sense that many would invoke.

Perhaps the strongest case to be made in favor of bilingual education
rests on the inherent benefits of bilingualism—being able to speak, read,
write, and understand two languages. Regardless of the controversy over
whether learning in Spanish promotes or retards academic development in
English, it is undoubtedly the case that children taught in their native lan-
guage develop higher levels of proficiency in that language than children
who are directly immersed in a second language such as English (Greene,
1997). Bilingual/biliterate development ought to be seen as a positive out-
come of any educational program. Even Rossell and Baker (1996), critics
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of bilingual education, say, “Rather than viewing limited English proficient
children as a burden, we ought to view them as an opportunity to develop
bilingual adults” (p. 35).

Of course the $64,000 question is whether primary language mainte-
nance and bilingual development come at a cost—retarding English acquisi-
tion. This is the question that has generated enormous controversy and for
which definitive answers do not exist. Thomas and Collier’s (1997, 2002)
national studies of programs for language-minority students suggests no.
Well-implemented programs designed to foster and maintain first-language
competence, in addition to English competence, yield much better long-term
achievement in English and the student’s first language than programs em-
phasizing English achievement exclusively, Thomas and Collier argue.

An important development in this area is the growing popularity of
“two-way bilingual programs,” where both English-speaking and non-
English-speaking students receive instruction designed to help them become
bilingual (Christian, Montone, Lindholm, & Carranza, 1997; Lindholm-
Leary, 2001). In the Amigos program in the Cambridge, Massachusetts
public schools, for example, Spanish-speaking and English-speaking stu-
dents receive instruction in both languages. The results: higher levels of
achievement for Spanish-speaking students. In addition, both English and
Spanish speakers in the program

are approaching balanced skills in the two languages in reading and math.
Furthermore, through daily contact with the other group, students are gain-
ing an appreciation of and knowledge about the culture of the other group.
(Cazabon, Nicoladis, & Lambert, 1998, p. 12)

Unfortunately, while slowly growing in number (see www.cal.org for a
current directory of two-way programs in the United States), programs such
as this are a rarity in the United States (August & Hakuta, 1997). More-
over, an important fact in all of this still remains: A disproportionately large
number of Latino students experience low levels of academic attainment, re-
gardless of program and even when they are taught and tested in Spanish, a
point that has been made by a number of researchers (e.g., Escamilla, 1994;
Gersten & Woodward, 1995; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991; Slavin &
Madden, 1999). Nationally, first-grade children tested in Spanish achieve,
on average, below two thirds of their peers tested in English; in the second
and third grades, still taught and tested in Spanish, they score lower than
nearly three fourths (CTB/McGraw-Hill, 1982, 1988). In Massachusetts, the
first state to pass a law promoting bilingual education (in 1971), Hispanic
students in bilingual education programs continue to perform well below state
and national norms (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1994).
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Whatever we might conclude about the benefits of instruction in the
primary language, it is evident that even with such instruction many Latino
students achieve at unacceptably low levels. Greater poverty and lower levels
of parental education place these children at risk for educational under-
achievement, regardless of instructional language. Our attempted solutions
must therefore go beyond bilingual interventions. As Carter and Chatfield
(1986) noted nearly 20 years ago, bilingual education outside the context of
an effective school—a school with a focus on high levels of academic achieve-
ment, effective and sustained leadership, improved instruction, and oppor-
tunities for teachers’ professional development—is unlikely to enhance
learning for students who traditionally have been poorly served by schools.

So we come back to the question of change, of changing schools, and of
doing the ordinary: Teaching students to read and write at levels that will
increase their chances of success and fulfillment in school and beyond. Noth-
ing could be more ordinary—or more important. And nothing has proved
more frustratingly elusive, particularly for the millions of minority and “at-
risk” students in our schools (Natriello, McDill, & Pallas, 1990), increasing
numbers of whom come from Spanish-speaking homes. How do we reform
our schools? How do we help them go from being less effective to more ef-
fective with children they have been notably unsuccessful in teaching well?
Educators nationwide have been struggling with this question even before
1983 and the publication of A Nation at Risk. In the past few years, some
promising models, programs, and approaches have emerged, but we know
very little of the process—that is, how schools literally go from being less to
more effective in educating its students. Illuminating this process, at least in
the context of this one project, is this book’s goal.

The next chapter (“Happy New School Year”) fast forwards to the
opening day of the 1995–96 school year at “Freeman” Elementary School, in
the heart of a low-income, largely immigrant Latino community in Southern
California. On this day, instead of wading through the usual bureaucratic,
administrative, and logistical muck that most school staffs must wade through
on opening school days, teachers hear a presentation from two collaborat-
ing researchers on the results of school improvement efforts over the previ-
ous 4 years. They hear and read comments from parents, and they see graphs
and tables of testing data showing improvements in students’ language arts
achievement, in both English and Spanish. They then meet in grade-level
teams to analyze their grade’s results and decide on priorities for the coming
school year. Chapters 3–8 then describe the context and settings, in and out
of school, that supported this work. Chapter 9, finally, tells the more sober-
ing story of what happened after the project officially ended in 1996.
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Happy New School Year

O sí [la escuela ha cambiado] demasiado. . . . me he fijado

por otras escuelas [que] hay niños que están en segundo y

tercer grado y no saben leer y escribir. Aquí se les exige

mucho y aprenden más rapido. (Oh, yes, [Freeman has changed]

very much. . . . I have noticed that at other schools there are children

in second and third grade who cannot read or write. Here they really

expect a lot and the children learn more rapidly.)

(Freeman parent, 1995)

13

IT IS AUGUST, the morning of the first day of the 1995–96 school year at
Freeman Ave. School (names of the school and district are pseudonyms).

Five years ago, early in the 1990–91 school year, the principal and I had begun
our efforts to improve teaching and learning at Freeman. This morning rep-
resents a culmination and a continuation. To anyone unfamiliar with the inner
workings of schools, what goes on this morning might seem unremarkable.
But it is in striking contrast to what typically goes on during the first day or
two of the school year. There is no better way to gauge how Freeman has
changed than to begin at the end of the story, with the first faculty meeting
on the first day back of the new school year. Things in the classrooms have
changed as well, to be sure. But it is in the faculty meeting setting, where
teachers are learning how their students’ achievement has changed over the
previous 4 years, then discussing among themselves, the administration, and
with collaborating researchers where to go from here, that we can see most
clearly how the project has transformed the school.

So we will begin here. In 2 days, hundreds of students, their parents,
and many little brothers and sisters—most all of them speaking Spanish—
will be at Freeman for the beginning of school; cars will be in the teachers’
parking lot, in neat rows and well-defined parking slots; children and par-
ents will be all over the campus, going in and out of the school office, trying
to find their new classrooms, greeting each other and teachers after the sum-
mer vacation, looking forward with anticipation or dread to the new school
year. School as most people know it will have begun. But today and tomor-
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row there are no students or parents or brothers or sisters; yet school has
already begun for the adults who teach at Freeman.

At about 9:25 the principal issues a reminder over the intercom about
the faculty meeting that will begin in room 25. Teachers have already started
to trickle in to the meeting room. More follow. They talk amiably and easily
with each other, greet friends and colleagues, get coffee or pastries or fruit
the principal had arranged for them. The feeling is collegial and friendly. But
there is the unmistakable tension and preoccupation accompanying the be-
ginning of school.

In the meeting room, teachers begin to sit. Some are still milling around,
talking, exchanging last-minute information, or getting another cup of cof-
fee. Around 9:40 the principal suggests they get started. Everyone finds a
seat. The room is quiet and most teachers look attentively at the principal.
Not all; some are eager to get to their more immediately pressing classroom
chores, such as making name tags. The principal begins by welcoming every-
one back, hoping they had a good summer and are ready for the new school
year. There are the usual good-natured complaints and commiseration and
not entirely unserious comments about summer being too short, shorter than
ever, they’re never ready to get back, and so on. The principal accepts all
graciously.

At this point, typically, a principal “gets down to business.” Such busi-
ness would consist of many possible items, such as changes in or reminders
about discipline or attendance, deadlines and procedures for ordering mate-
rials, lesson plans, lessons plans for substitutes that should be on file in the
office by the third week of school, bell and library schedules, dates for fire
drills and (in California) earthquake drills, announcements about new pro-
grams and initiatives from the district, changes in support staff and their
assigned duties, changes in the cafeteria and playground schedule, in-service
dates for the coming year, updating emergency cards, changes to the faculty
handbook, yard duty schedule, bulletin board assignments in the office and
school entry, student lunch forms that are due the second week of school,
the schedule for textbook distribution, dates for district-wide standardized
testing, special education and referral procedures, counselor requests for
identifying discipline problems, and resource teacher requests for extra books
or materials that might be needed. And on and on and on. The list is endless.
This is the business of the first days back to school.

First days at Freeman are different, however. For the past 2 years, and
as an integral part of our reform efforts, the principal has relegated the logis-
tical nuts and bolts that typically start every school year and that consume
astonishing amounts of time to memos and bulletins. This morning’s meet-
ing will be devoted to what teachers and students are there for: teaching and
learning and how to improve them. Teachers this morning sit with grade-
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level colleagues in clusters of desks identified with small signs (kindergarten,
first, second, third, fourth, and fifth grades) in anticipation of the morning’s
work. The principal says she’ll begin with a few brief announcements but
makes it clear that they will get to the matter at hand in very short order.
The matter at hand is a report and discussion about the previous spring’s
student language arts assessments.

The principal welcomes new teachers and a counselor to the staff and
announces a marriage and two births. She also tells the faculty of changes in
classroom aide allocations. From now on, priority for aide time will be given
to kindergarten and first grade, since she says they have the most difficult
challenges. She adds that if any of the upper-grade teachers object to having
their aide time cut, she will be happy to discuss with them their moving to
kindergarten or first grade. There is no apparent response from the faculty,
but the principal clearly anticipates that this will be greeted as “bad news.”
She quickly segues, saying that she likes to start with the bad news, get it out
of the way, and move on to the good news.

The good news today, she says, will be presented by Claude and Bill.
The principal does not need to tell the staff who Bill and Claude are, since
we know everyone on the faculty, except for the three new teachers. Bill and
I are two university-based researchers, former teachers (I taught first grade
for 3 1/2 years at a school down the street from Freeman), who have been
working closely with the school for several years in a collaborative effort to
improve students’ academic achievement. Before turning the floor over to
me, the principal reminds the returning faculty and informs the new faculty
that academic achievement is what the school is working on—high expecta-
tions and high levels of academic achievement for all students. That’s what
we’re about, she says: “That’s my vision for the school.”

That is the vision of the faculty as well. Over the past 5 years, begin-
ning with a small group of teachers and gradually involving the entire faculty,
the principal (in collaboration with me) had helped forge a consensus about
the importance of concrete and challenging goals and expectations for all
students across the grade levels, goals and expectations that would inform a
coherent and unified view of what students should be accomplishing in the
language arts. These were not simply “high expectations” in the abstract.
They were specific and concrete goals and expectations that the faculty,
school-wide, has agreed to aim for across the board. Here is how one teacher
described what had happened:

[A]bout four years ago, we had many many teachers who were very
dissatisfied with the [academic] progress that students were making.
The lack of, what’s the word?—continuity or uniformity in terms of
curriculum across the grade levels, the fact that possibly what teachers
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were doing with their primary grades [was] not informing what they
needed to know in the upper grades, there were just a lot of concerns.
So the principal brought several teachers together who had these
concerns and started a group called Academic Expectations. The
thought was that they wanted to develop expectations for all grade
levels that everybody would be working on and everybody therefore
would have the same [academic] goals.

All teachers are working together at this point, in grade levels
and in teacher work groups. And they’re focused on, in all of the
groups, . . . work[ing] toward the goals and objectives that were
written for all grade levels. All teachers had input on that. They’re
also all working toward, they’re all focused in the same place. It’s
allowed them to be unified. It’s allowed them to feel good about
what they’re doing.

How the process alluded to briefly by this teacher actually unfolded—
with all its twists, turns, uncertainties, gaps, and near derailments—will be
described in the following chapters. For now the important point is that the
principal’s and the faculty’s visions of high academic achievement overlapped
significantly, enough so that spending a morning looking at student achieve-
ment over the past 4 years, then interpreting what the data suggested for the
coming school year, was an activity that needed no further justification. There
was a shared, unspoken understanding that comes from collaborative work
toward mutually agreed upon and desired goals.

After the principal’s brief setup, I go to the front of the room where the
overhead projector is and greet everyone; it’s nice to see them again. It really
is. I also bring greetings from my wife, a former teacher at the school who
still has friends on the faculty with whom she stays in touch. I briefly remind
everyone that we’d been collecting data for several years—since 1992, in
fact—trying to document the effects of our efforts to improve academic
achievement at the school. There is little need for elaborate explanations;
everyone knows what we have been doing. And everyone knows that for the
last 4 years a 20% random sample of students (who had been enrolled for at
least 2 years) are given language arts assessments in which they are asked to
summarize and analyze things they have read over the year and to read,
comprehend, and write about pieces of writing they are seeing for the first
time. Writings are scored based on evidence of a student’s comprehension,
the writing’s coherence, and use of mechanics. I tell the faculty that Bill has
the hard data, the numbers and results of these spring assessments. My job
this morning is to share some of what parents are saying about what has
been going on at the school.
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One of my research assistants had been interviewing parents, asking
them their responses to some of our efforts to improve student achievement.
Their comments were extremely positive, and they demonstrated not only
that our efforts were being noticed, but also that parents were deeply appre-
ciative of attempts to help children do well and be successful in school. This
seemed an especially important point to emphasize, since very often teachers
in language-minority, low-income schools assume that many parents either
do not care about or value high levels of academic achievement, nor do
they value efforts by educators to help their children do well in school.
Quotes I shared with the teachers that morning (as was true of quotes I
had been collecting for years) dramatically contradicted this view. The
quotes, mostly from parents but a few from students, were on overhead
transparencies and were also distributed as handouts. They included the
following:

(Parents whose fifth-grade children had been at Freeman since kinder-
garten were asked, “Have things changed over the past few years to help
your child achieve better academically?”)

Sí, siempre están tratando de mejorar todo en general, agarrar nuevas
técnicas para que el niño se pueda desenvolver mejor. Nuevas cosas
en general. Cuando uno va al meetings uno se da cuenta y se entera
de lo nuevo. (Yes. They are always trying to improve things in
general, use new techniques so that children will develop better. New
things in general. When you go to the meetings, you find out about
these new things.)

O, sí, [la escuela ha cambiado] demasiado. . . . En los estudios han
trabajado mucho con los estudiantes. Las maestras se han superado
mucho. O sea, me he fijado por otras escuelas [donde] hay niños que
están en segundo y tercer grado y no saben leer y escribir. Aquí se les
exige mucho y aprenden más rapido. (Oh, yes, [things at Freeman
have changed] very much. . . . They [the teachers] have worked very
hard with the students. The teachers have really excelled. I have
noticed that at other schools there are children in second and third
grade who cannot read or write. Here they really expect a lot, and
the children learn more rapidly.)

[Estoy] muy satisfecha, pues por todo, por lo que exigen, la tarea, el
trabajo. Mis hijos han avanzado más. ([I am] very satisfied, well
about everything, what is expected [of students], the homework, the
schoolwork. My children have progressed more.)
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I go over these and other quotes quickly; they nicely and simply make
the point that parents have picked up on what has been going on at the school.
They also make the somewhat more subtle point that in at least one very
important respect, parents and teachers want much the same thing for chil-
dren: They want them to learn and prosper in school. Teachers are atten-
tive; most nod and make expressions of satisfaction.

I then turn the floor over to Bill, who provides an overview, also using
transparencies and handouts, of the results of 4 years of data collection on
student language arts performance. Bill presents data only on grades 2–5,
since these were the grades where we had the most complete and clear re-
sults; kindergarten and first-grade results will be shared later with the re-
spective grade-level teams. The big picture was this: Freeman students had
improved, both relative to where students were in 1992 and in relation to
the rest of district. The turnaround was clear as far back as 1993; the gains
have been extended and sustained over the past 2 years (see Figure 2.1).

The graphs Bill prepared show very clearly that in 1992, less than a
third of Freeman’s students were performing at a basic level on reading and
writing tasks. In 1993, Freeman began to improve and the rest of the dis-
trict declined. By 1995, the percentage of Freeman students reading and
writing at least at a basic level had increased to nearly 50%. In contrast,
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comparable students from around the district had declined further from their
1993 levels. Although they began slightly ahead of Freeman students in 1992,
in 1995 only 25% of students at other schools in the district were perform-
ing at least at a “basic” level on the language arts measures we had devel-
oped. The graphs show a clear pattern across the years. In addition, Bill says,
we had other data confirming this general picture:

• In 1990 fewer than one third of Freeman’s first-grade students learn-
ing to read in Spanish were on grade level in Spanish reading, accord-
ing to standardized testing; in the rest of the district, 41% of students
were on grade level in Spanish. By the time this cohort of students
reached third grade (still reading in Spanish), over 60% of Freeman
students were reading at or above grade level, while less than 50% of
the cohort in the rest of the district were reading on grade level.

• In 1989 and 1990, Freeman students scored below the state and
district on tests given to all fourth graders by the California State
Department of Education. By 1993 students at Freeman were out-
performing students in the rest of the district and doing nearly as well
as students around the state: 28% of Freeman fourth graders scored
at the highest levels (4 and above on a 6-point measure), compared
to 17% of students in the rest of the district and 30% state-wide.

• In 1992 Freeman students reported they had voluntarily read only 5.3
items (books, magazines, stories, etc.) during the previous year, while
in the rest of the district, students reported reading 9.5 items. In 1995
Freeman students reported reading on their own an average of 13 items
over the preceding year; students in the other district schools aver-
aged slightly more than 7.

• More informally, we have heard comments from around the district
about the improved academic climate and level of achievement at
Freeman. One district administrator who supervised summer school,
for example, noted that Freeman students were on a higher level aca-
demically than other students in the district that she saw in summer
school.

In one sense, Bill says, all this is very good news. It shows that what we
have been doing is paying off in terms of actual student reading and writing.
Increasing numbers of students are, by their reports, reading more. They are
now able to demonstrate, in writing, at least a basic understanding of mate-
rials they have read either on their own or as assigned during the assessment.
On the state-wide California Learning Assessment System (CLAS) tests as
well, Freeman students have improved. Overall, and especially in relation
to the rest of the district, Freeman students’ literacy skills are markedly
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improved. This is consistent with what we have been seeing and what many
teachers have been reporting. One teacher had previously told me, for ex-
ample, that “there is [now] not a student in our school who is not comfort-
able writing about something they’ve read or heard about.” In contrast, she
said, before our project began, “Students weren’t able to put pencil to paper
and make sense of what they were thinking and be able to use writing as a
way of communicating those thoughts.”

But Bill is also circumspect about these results. “There’s more to do,”
he says. Bill is actually echoing the words of a fifth-grade teacher. The year
before, she and some of her colleagues had been asked by Bill whether they
thought language arts achievement at the school had been improving as a
result of our school-wide efforts. We already had some data suggesting that
it had. Bill shared these data with them and asked if they were reflecting reality
as the teachers saw it in their classrooms. The consensus was that yes, achieve-
ment had improved. But, this teacher said, “We have a lot of work to do,
there’s much more to do.” The results Bill is sharing this morning corrobo-
rates her impressions, just as they corroborate the other teacher’s impres-
sion that there was a marked increase in students’ language arts skills.

Bill reminds the faculty that scorers (teachers from Freeman and around
the district and teachers from another district) used a six-point scoring “ru-
bric” to determine the quality of student work. They scored papers “blind,”
that is, without knowing the identity or the school of students whose papers
they were reading and scoring. The graph shows the percentage of students
who averaged a 3 on all 5 of the language arts items. A 3 represented “basic”
performance—that is, the student could do the tasks with at least a basic
level of competence. They were understanding what they were reading and
demonstrating this understanding in writing—not through multiple choice
items. Bill points out that most of the progress over the years had come from
students moving from “unsatisfactory” performance levels to “basic” per-
formance levels. Basic was markedly better than unsatisfactory, but was not
yet what could be considered fully adequate according to the very high stan-
dards we had established and agreed to.1 And although nearly 50% of Free-
man students are scoring at least “basic” on all 5 performance tasks (twice
as many, proportionately, as students around the district), 50% of our stu-
dents are not averaging at least “basic,” Bill tells the faculty.

Throughout the presentation, teachers listen intently. There are a few
questions to clarify some items. Mostly, teachers seem to focus on absorb-
ing and understanding the data, connecting what they are hearing and see-
ing to what we have been working on for several years, and understanding
the data’s implications for what we have accomplished and for what yet
remains to be done.
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The task now, Bill suggests, is for each grade level to look at data for
their grade (the handouts contain data broken down by grade and language
of instruction—either Spanish or English), analyze how students did, and
identify areas to work on. The picture for individual grades and different
instructional languages (Spanish or English) is similar to the overall picture,
but there are some variations. To help the process of analysis and planning,
the principal has made up some simple but effective forms for each grade
level to fill in. Based on the spring results, Bill suggests that each grade level
identify three areas on which they wish to focus during the current school
year and to come up with ideas for instructional strategies and approaches
to improve student literacy development in the areas identified. This will be
what the grade level would focus on for the year. “How does that sound?”
Bill asked. The general consensus was that “this is a plan.”

Bill says that this morning he and I will circulate and offer suggestions
and assistance to the grade levels, either in interpreting the data or in devis-
ing priorities and plans. In 10–15 minutes, he says, we will come back to-
gether as a group and see if this is being productive and if it is the way everyone
wants to proceed. But even before Bill has finished, grade-level teams have
begun looking at the handouts with their grade’s data, scrutinizing and be-
ginning to interpret their results.

Overall, the talk is focused and substantive. Priorities begin to be for-
mulated. Questions are raised about what this average or that percentage
means. Bill and I circulate among the grade-level teams. Discussion around
the room is at many levels. In some cases, teachers want to continue to focus
on areas where they have already made the greatest progress. In still others,
grade levels read and consider the data and think and plan carefully about
the most important areas of need for their grade, based not only on the data
but also on their own experience and reflection about the previous year. In
one case, a teacher wants to fill out quickly the form distributed by the prin-
cipal and get closure on the priority areas even before her grade level takes
time to consider the achievement data. Her colleagues do not wish to be
rushed, however.

After 15 minutes, the principal reconvenes the large group. She asks
whether this is working. Is the information worthwhile? Is it helping them
focus and make some decisions? Should we continue along this course, or
should we do something different? She goes from grade level to grade level,
asking each table to respond. “It’s very helpful,” the chair of the first-grade
team says. “This information is helping us set priorities and develop ideas
we want to work on this year.” The kindergarten team says the same. The
principal continues around the room. Each grade level has the same response:
“Yes, this is worthwhile and productive.”
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The grade levels resume their deliberations. I concentrate on kindergarten
and first grade (with the help of two research assistants who had helped
prepare the data); Bill focuses on grades 2–5. Again, the discussion is on many
levels. Some teachers worry about how they will find enough nonfiction
passages to give students sufficient “practice” reading expository texts. Other
teachers wonder whether declines in test results don’t reflect a particularly
“low” group the previous year. Bill and I try to help the grade levels keep a
focus on the curricular and instructional matters over which they can exer-
cise some control: What can they do instructionally to help students’ literacy
development? What sorts of things should they encourage or assign students
to read? How can parent involvement help, and what can teachers do to
promote it? How can the other parts of the curriculum, for example, social
studies or science, help support continued growth in language arts?

By 11:30 a.m., all the grade levels have worked through their grade’s
data and identified areas on which to work during the year. The meeting
never really ends cleanly, since different grade levels finish or stop at different
times and go off to attend to other matters. But there is a sense of closure, or
perhaps more precisely, of accomplishment. What we have done is to refocus
and maintain momentum. More than closure, there is a sense of substance
and continuation. Four years of data show very clearly that achievement has
improved and that changes are being sustained. The challenge now is to
continue this upward trajectory.

Just as important—perhaps more important—we have a solid basis for
what is to come next. From 4 years of literacy assessments on students’ read-
ing and writing—fiction and nonfiction, self-selected and assigned, use of
conventions and ability to communicate meaning—teachers have a clear sense
of what they want to work on with their students and among themselves as
colleagues. As we gauged our progress, we also helped lay the foundation
for further advance. It was a learning experience in the best sense of the term—
we learned how far we had gone, how far we needed to go, and we began to
sketch out some plans for continued growth and development. It was a good
way to begin the school year, certainly better than devoting the morning to
bell schedules and substitute lesson plans. The morning was a perfect illus-
tration of what a teacher had said about the school a couple of years before.
When asked whether she thought she was a better teacher as a result of this
project, she replied,

Definitely. One hundred percent . . . two hundred percent . . . Everything, it
all comes together. Before [the present principal], we would just have faculty
meetings. Then we started having grade-level meetings. It went from the very
general to very specific, and yet, back to the general, because everyone knows
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what everyone’s doing, and you have your meetings, and then you meet with
other people and you see what they are doing. It’s like one big classroom in-
stead of one big school. (Sullivan, 1994, p. 1; emphasis added)

This comment brings to mind Sarason’s often-stated observation that
“You cannot create and sustain a context of productive learning for others
unless that kind of context exists for you” (Sarason, 1996, p. 383). Or put
somewhat more colorfully by Tharp and Gallimore (1988), “To demand that
teachers truly teach in existing schools is like demanding that a surgeon
achieve asepsis under water in a stagnant pool” (p. 6). Some might object to
comparing schools to stagnant water, but the point is valid: Schools as a
whole, not simply individual classrooms, must become settings for produc-
tive teaching and learning. This is what we set out to do at Freeman. The
next chapter provides some historical context and describes what Freeman
was like before the beginning of our project. Then, starting with Chapter 4,
the rest of this book relates how we tried, with considerable success, to cre-
ate school-wide settings for change that led to school-wide improvements in
student achievement.
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Before the Beginning:

School, Community, History

Freeman’s . . . scores are the lowest of any school in the district, maybe

of any in the state. . . . I really don’t know why this is occurring because

most of the teachers work very hard.

I’m teaching [my second graders] what they should have learned in

first grade.

(Freeman teachers, 1990)

She . . . indicated that she was overwhelmed by everything. . . . She

told me that she didn’t think she was doing anything very well. . . . It’s

no wonder teachers and myself are disheartened and discouraged.

(Principal’s journal, March 15, 1990)

24

IN AUGUST 1989, I received a telephone call from a school principal friend
of mine. Jessie Sullivan had been vice principal then principal of the school

where I had been doing research and teaching since 1983. She was now in
her first year as principal of another elementary school, just a few blocks
from her former one. She was also now a graduate student and asking for
my help in navigating through the maze of requirements for completing her
doctorate. Would I come and talk with her about it?

Thus began a partnership that would lead to a 5-year project to improve
the achievement of students at an elementary school where 90% of students
are Latino, limited-English proficient, and poor. Our efforts were successful
in many respects. Student achievement both in English and Spanish improved
substantially, both in absolute terms and in relation to the rest of the dis-
trict. According to both teachers and parents, the school experienced impor-
tant and positive changes in its approach to promoting student achievement.
Problems and difficult issues remained, but Freeman Elementary was a dif-
ferent place in 1995 than it was in 1989 when Jessie first called me for help
with her doctoral program. In the following chapters I will try to relate how
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this happened and what lessons it might hold for others. But first, some con-
text and history.

SCHOOL IN COMMUNITY

The freeway runs north, up from San Diego and the border with Mexico.
Stay on the freeway, and you will go through West Los Angeles, past West-
wood and UCLA, through the San Fernando Valley, and on to California’s
Central Valley and beyond. But exit at Colonial Boulevard—a few miles and
a world before Westwood and UCLA—and you will enter Lawson, Califor-
nia, an unincorporated one-and-a-quarter square mile portion of Los Ange-
les county. With over 25,000 inhabitants, Lawson has twice the population
density of the urban sprawl that surrounds it. Lawson’s overwhelmingly
Latino (over 90%), immigrant, and poor inhabitants live in a tight grid of
residential and commercial streets, home to small businesses, modest single-
family houses, duplexes, and apartments with inner courtyards where chil-
dren play and ride their bicycles. The small community is known in the Los
Angeles area as a new-immigrant enclave.

Once off the freeway, Freeman Elementary is only a three-block drive
south along the freeway’s perimeter. The school’s campus literally brushes
against the freeway’s shoulder. Planes fly overhead regularly, so close as they
are about to land at the nearby international airport that it seems you only
need jump up to touch them.

Freeman is one of 5 elementary schools in the Lawson school district,
itself one of 90 school districts in the educational and urban vastness of Los
Angeles County. Lawson has been transformed over the past generation,
mirroring the population changes experienced most profoundly in Southern
California but felt to some extent nation-wide. Lawson was once a white,
blue-collar, and middle- to lower-middle-class area inhabited by migrants
from the Midwest and the East, many of whom worked in the aerospace
industry, which was hobbled during California’s recession in the 1990s. In
the 1970s and 1980s, the district became a predominantly Latino “port-
of-entry” for both illegal and legal immigrants from Mexico and Central
America. Lawson’s residents now work in the area’s large service industry,
as maids, janitors, bartenders, parking attendants, cafeteria or child care
workers, and so forth. Others work in repair businesses—mechanical, elec-
trical, and carpentry. Still others work as unskilled laborers, in construction,
assembly, packing, and loading.

Immigration from Mexico and Central America has altered large por-
tions of the U.S. demographic landscape over the past 3 decades, particu-
larly in states with large Hispanic populations and continued immigration,
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such as California, Texas, and Florida. Although there has been a Hispanic
presence in Southern California since the time of the Spanish conquest, the
influx of Latin Americans in the second half of the 20th century has been
unprecedented. Lawson is an extreme case, but illustrates at a local level what
has happened as a result of enormous growth in the U.S. Latino population.
Fewer than 650,000 Mexican- or Central American-born residents lived in
the U.S. in 1960. By 1994, there were nearly 7.5 million. All told, the Latino
population in the United States as of 1994 was nearly 27 million, over 10%
of the total U.S. population. The Census Bureau estimates that Hispanic
population growth in the United States will surpass the growth of any other
group in the country and that by the middle of the next century, nearly one
fourth of the U.S. population will be Hispanic (figures are available at
www.census.gov/population). The impact has been and will continue to be
especially felt in the schools. This has been Lawson’s experience. The school
district’s enrollment has climbed from less than 3,000 mostly white, English-
speaking students in 1968 to approximately 7,000 mostly Hispanic and
limited English proficient (LEP) students today.

LIVING AND LEARNING IN LAWSON

Prior to the passage of Proposition 227, which attempted to dismantle bilin-
gual education in California, the Lawson School District had an excellent
reputation in California among those in bilingual and language minority
education. Lawson’s test scores have traditionally been very low, but these
have always been attributed to the extreme poverty of Lawson’s population
and the unstable and transient conditions of life for immigrants living in a
“port-of-entry” district.

During the 1980s and 1990s, the district frequently won plaudits and
commendations in reviews from the State Department of Education. Offi-
cials in the State Department considered Lawson a model district in many
ways—heavily affected by the Latin American immigration of the past
30 years, yet progressively and constructively working toward helping its stu-
dents succeed in school and beyond. In a 1990–91 review by the State De-
partment of Education, for example, district and staff at Freeman were
commended for “their fully developed bilingual education program designed
to meet the diagnosed needs of each LEP student, including those with spe-
cial needs,” “excellent coordination of all services and resources to ensure
each . . . student receive[s] services for which [she or he is] eligible,” “teachers’
visible efforts, particularly in their use of their bilingual skills resulting from
many training opportunities . . . ,” and various other aspects of the school
program.
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As is true with many other California districts, however, Proposition 227
was a jolt; many educators in the district felt that it threatened to undo what
they had worked hard to put into place. To bilingual education’s detractors,
however, Lawson remained an example of how bilingual education contrib-
uted to persistent low achievement scores.

The district has been unusually aggressive in seeking out and winning
grants for a wide range of programs and special services for its students; for
example, staff development, computer labs, Healthy Start, drug and gang
prevention, Head Start, mentoring and tutoring programs, parent education,
and Chapter 1 (assistance for high-poverty schools) and Title 7 (bilingual
education) funding from the U.S. Department of Education. The list of grants,
awards, and recognitions is long and impressive. In 1994, Lawson’s super-
intendent won “National Superintendent of the Year” from the American
Association of School Administrators.

Lawson also appears frequently in local papers. The articles say Lawson
is “renowned,” “award-winning,” a “success,” an “oasis.” This last desig-
nation—“oasis”—gives a clue about Lawson’s double edge. An oasis is im-
possible without a menacing environment surrounding it. Lawson’s students
and teachers do indeed study and work under difficult circumstances. Aside
from the area’s urban grittiness in the congested midst of metropolitan Los
Angeles, area residents are poor and many have to contend with problems
of crime and drugs. Approximately 80% of Lawson’s students qualify for
free lunch at school; another 10–15% qualify for reduced-price lunch. Drugs
and crime are also part of the Lawson environment. When I taught first grade
in the district and made home visits, I was frequently approached, particu-
larly along one notorious major street, by drug sellers. Parents worry openly
about their children coming under the influence—or worse—of drugs and
gangs. In fact, they want their children to stay in school partly because they
think school will help offset the dangerous lure of gang life (Goldenberg &
Gallimore, 1995). The images of schools as safe havens in dangerous sur-
roundings are reinforced in newspaper accounts such as this one, entitled
“Gun-toting student upsets peace at school”:

School officials [at Lawson middle school] say that no more than two dozen
[out of 1600] students are gang members—and even they don’t bring trouble
with them. [The] School Principal . . . said it was only the second time in the
four years since the school opened that a weapon had turned up on campus.
“We honestly just don’t have many problems here,” he said. (Russell, 1991,
p. B6)

I do not mean to emphasize unduly the dangers those who work and
live in the district face. But they are a fact of life. Although it would be
inaccurate to say that residents and school employees dwell on gangs, drugs,
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and crime, these unpleasant realities do influence the general psychological
climate of the schools, and they have implications for reform efforts. Fear
and worry can make educators reluctant to stay late or make home visits.
Such an environment can also create almost a sense of fatalism among some
educators about the prospects of turning a school around and having stu-
dents achieve at high academic levels. Sometimes this fatalism is manifested
as low expectations for students, sometimes as well-intentioned explanations
for why achievement levels are so low. Sometimes it appears in the form of
excuses for or attacks on parents and the community more generally. Living
and working in a community where the perception of danger is sometimes
palpable has paradoxical effects. On the one hand, it makes decisive and pro-
ductive action even more imperative. On the other, it can drain away the
energy and will required for it.

Specific troubling incidents that directly affect the schools are rare, but
when they happen, they are disturbing. One year the district sent out a memo
to all parents with the subject “Danger to children.” Based on information
provided by the Lawson Sheriff’s Department, the memo warned of tattoos
and paper tabs being soaked with LSD and sold to schoolchildren; some,
allegedly, were laced with strychnine. One teacher wrote across a copy of
the memo, in bold red marker, “Can you believe this??!” The following school
year, a cousin of a Freeman student was shot and killed as he returned home
from work one morning. The incident happened less than a block from Free-
man, and several of the school’s aides went out into the neighborhood to
reroute students walking to school. This murder led one of Freeman’s teachers
to circulate a letter to the superintendent among the faculty. The letter said
that “Everyone . . . is aware of the escalation in violent crime in the past few
months . . . Neither the staff nor the students feel safe in this environment.”
The writer listed several other incidents that had taken place. More recently,
the Los Angeles Times carried an article entitled “Students get lessons in
ducking gunfire.” It described how students in several Los Angeles-area ele-
mentary schools—among them the schools in Lawson—“learn how to avoid
bullets in monthly drop exercises and an annual outdoor sniper drill” (Gold,
1997, p. A26).

Sometimes incidents seem nothing more than bizarre, but they still con-
tribute to a general sense of unease among many. At the end of the first year
of the project (in June 1991), teachers found the following memo from the
principal in their boxes:

In case you’ve heard anything, I wanted to bring you the facts
regarding an incident that occurred this morning. Some students from
Room 17 reported that there was a body outside of the fence that
borders our playground. [The counselor] and I investigated and it
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appeared that the body was dead . . . there were plastic bags around
the head and it was not moving. I called the Sheriff and they came to
investigate. The body turned out to be alive. It was a vagrant girl
who had decided to sleep in the ravine. When the sheriff disturbed
the girl, she ran away with plastic bags flying everywhere.

Nevertheless, the district, its schools, and its employees, as well as the
families of students who attend the schools, endeavor to improve the lives
and futures of children. Through its excellent reputation and relatively gen-
erous salary and benefits package, the district has attracted many bright,
enthusiastic, and committed teachers. This is a constant refrain heard from
within the district and from those familiar with the district. Moreover, vir-
tually all of Lawson’s children and families work and learn, aspiring to greater
things. Almost without exception, Lawson parents want their children to go
to college, have a career, and make a success of themselves—“ser alguien en
la vida,” they say—“be somebody in this life” (Goldenberg & Gallimore,
1995; Goldenberg, Gallimore, Reese, & Garnier, 2001). Parents see the
schools as an integral part of these hopes and dreams. This is just as impor-
tant for understanding the district and its inhabitants as are the unpleasant,
sometimes lurid, stories of guns, crime, drugs, and mysterious bodies.

A STUDY OF EARLY READING DEVELOPMENT

My own work in Lawson began in 1982, when I was a graduate student at
UCLA, conducting my dissertation research at Benson Elementary, which is
three blocks from Freeman. The study focused on Spanish-speaking students
learning to read, in Spanish, throughout first grade; it led to several conclu-
sions about children’s learning—or lack of learning—that influenced the work
I did subsequently, including the work at Freeman. Despite a bilingual edu-
cation program where students learned basic academic skills in Spanish, large
numbers of children were failing to make adequate progress in learning to
read. At the time I finished my dissertation, most of the students in the early
grades (indeed, throughout the school) were below grade level in Spanish
reading. And this was simply accepted as the way things were. I remember
one time overhearing a teacher say to the reading specialist that she was going
to go “real slow” with a group of first-grade children, and not even begin
teaching them to read, since they simply were not ready. That’s fine, the
specialist assured her, it’s to be expected. Not surprisingly, by the end of first
grade only 7% of students who had been at the school since kindergarten
were in a first-grade-level reading book. Nearly half ended the year in
preprimers.
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Part of the problem was that too many children were languishing in low
reading groups, where the literacy diet was sparse and progress painfully slow.
I saw children spend countless hours, days, weeks, even months practicing
so-called readiness skills, where they had to identify cups with missing handles
or pick out the odd shape from a row of shapes. Teachers spent weeks and
months on “readiness skills” because they considered many children not yet
ready to learn to read, as was the case with the teacher mentioned above.
Yet the activities they did engage children in had little to do with getting chil-
dren ready to read or getting them ready for much of anything. Even chil-
dren who were not in the lowest groups got a thin literacy gruel. Children
would learn some letters, usually in isolation. Later in the year they learned
to combine consonants and vowels to form syllables. Eventually, almost
tortuously, they would learn to use the syllables to form words. The early
reading program was dominated, in fact, by a peculiar version of what some
reading educators call a “phonic/syllabic” approach, which requires children
to master a requisite number of letters and syllables—out of context—be-
fore even having an opportunity to learn other literacy-related skills and
knowledge such as reading and writing words.

In the midst of this bleak scenario, however, I also observed critical
actions by teachers and/or parents that made an enormous and positive dif-
ference in the reading achievement of some of the children I was studying.
One teacher, for example, angered at a child’s disruptive behavior, had sev-
eral conferences with the child and one key one with the mother, a Mexican
immigrant with a second-grade education. At the conference with the mother,
the teacher said the girl was behaving poorly, not paying attention to her
lessons and, in addition, that she needed additional help in learning letters
and syllables; otherwise, the teacher told the mother, the girl would not learn
to read. From that point on, the girl’s behavior improved dramatically, as
did her reading skills. By the end of the year the teacher was calling her a
“wonder child.” But I knew from my observations and interviews with the
mother and the teacher that there was nothing wondrous in what happened:
The teacher had taken strong and decisive action. She had talked to both the
girl and her mother, making it clear what they needed to do in order for this
child to get on track with her reading. The only wonder was that teachers
did not do this sort of thing regularly and systematically.

In another, similar case, a teacher again became angry because a child
failed to bring in his homework for the third consecutive day. The teacher
called the boy’s parents and said their son would be suspended if they did
not come for an immediate conference. The parents came that very day, and
the teacher revealed that not only was the boy not bringing his homework;
he was also terribly behind in his reading skills. Again, the conference pro-
duced dramatic results and within a month this boy moved from the reading
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cellar to being in one of the top reading groups. By the end of the year, he
was reading. It was ironic, in fact, how much good resulted when teachers
became sufficiently annoyed with children to call parents. There were sev-
eral instances of children who were low achieving but had the misfortune of
being well-behaved and bringing in homework regularly. These children never
occasioned parent contacts, and their achievement remained low through-
out the year (see Goldenberg, 1989).

But more to the point: Even in the midst of an inadequate reading pro-
gram, children could still be helped to achieve at reasonable levels. These were
exceptions, however. My assumption, based on what I observed for this study,
was that virtually all the children could be helped to reach higher levels of early
reading—if, that is, teachers and parents took it upon themselves to make sure
children had the necessary instruction and opportunities.

The other conclusion that stands out clearly from the above cases and
many of the others is that children’s parents were highly motivated and suf-
ficiently competent to help children succeed in first-grade reading. Although
themselves not highly educated, parents valued educational attainment for
their children, seeing it as the path to economic and social mobility. Accord-
ingly, they were willing to act to improve their children’s chances of school
success. Although only some of the parents played key roles in their children’s
first-grade reading success, all of them could have. The problem was that
the school failed to enlist their help either by notifying them that their chil-
dren were having difficulty or by providing specific suggestions and guide-
lines for what they could do at home to help their children succeed at school.
I will discuss the parents and the homes in greater detail in Chapter 7.

MAKING CHANGES IN ONE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

After finishing my dissertation, I taught first grade at Benson for 3 1/2 years.
With the help of a Spencer Fellowship from the National Academy of Educa-
tion, I was able to teach half time while continuing my research on home
and school influences on the academic achievement of young Spanish-
speaking children. These studies helped reinforce many of the conclusions I
had reached as a result of my dissertation research, namely that many more
children could be helped to achieve at much higher levels and that parents
could play an important, collaborative role in efforts to improve literacy
learning for children.

During the years I taught at Benson, a set of fundamental changes in
several domains of the early reading program took place. These changes were
the result of several factors—my work at Benson in my own classroom and
with several colleagues teaching kindergarten and first grade; two highly
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academically oriented kindergarten teachers who joined the Benson faculty;
and curricular changes at Benson and in the district that placed more em-
phasis on meaning in the early literacy program. The changes altered con-
siderably the achievement patterns among Spanish-speaking first and second
graders at the school. Benson students went from being the lowest achieving
in the district to the highest. Standardized test scores increased by 20 per-
centile points, from the 33rd to the 53rd percentile. Scores at the other schools
remained essentially unchanged during these years. Reading achievement
improved throughout the achievement range, but particularly among the
lowest achieving children, for whom the rise in scores was particularly
dramatic. At all levels, however, from the lowest to the highest achieving,
Benson students scored considerably higher than those in the rest of the
district.

The changes that help explain these improvements in achievement can
be grouped into four categories. I will describe the changes briefly here, with-
out going into great detail, and refer the interested reader to the more ex-
tended treatment in Goldenberg and Gallimore (1991).

One key change was that the school’s kindergarten program went from
a “readiness” orientation to one that placed more emphasis on literacy-
learning opportunities for children. Instead of spending nearly the entire year
on activities designed to promote readiness to read (e.g., auditory and visual
discrimination activities), kindergartners began to have many more experi-
ences directly related to print. This was the result of at least two factors—
first, a series of kindergarten early literacy studies I conducted; and second,
the arrival of two “academically oriented” kindergarten teachers who made
learning to read an explicit focus of their program. On the one hand, this
created some tensions with a faculty that was not academically oriented,
particularly for kindergarten. But on the other hand, it contributed to the
emergence of a critical mass of teachers and administrators who shared, at
least in this respect, a commitment to giving early literacy a much stronger
emphasis at the school.

A second change consisted of a more balanced emphasis on meaning
and the “code” in first grade. Once children began first grade, and reading
instruction became part of the daily program, students experienced an exces-
sively phonic/syllabic approach. This approach provided them very few
opportunities to engage in anything remotely resembling actual reading until
they had committed to memory 20 decontextualized syllables made up of
the 5 vowels and the first 4 consonants children learned first (m, p, t, and l).
For some children at the school, especially those who made the slowest
progress in learning letters and sounds, reading instruction consisted prima-
rily of games, drills, and various activities focusing on the sounds letters make
and how letters combine to form these syllables. These students had few
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opportunities to read anything meaningful throughout first grade. Even once
they got over the hurdle of the syllables, there was still very little instruction
that focused on understanding or deriving meaning from what was read.

Gradually, meaningful reading began to infiltrate into first-grade read-
ing instruction—words and whole texts, writing for communicative purposes,
and specific comprehension objectives, such as selecting a main idea, find-
ing details, or making inferences, became more prominent. For example, I
would write short, simple stories on charts and have children read them. These
activities proved to be very valuable, even—perhaps especially—with groups
of children that had previously experienced only endless rounds of phonic
and syllable drills and exercises. Contrary to my original expectations, how-
ever, phonics and syllables were not banished from the curriculum. Instead,
they became part of a more balanced program where children received a wide
range of literacy-learning opportunities.

A third key change had to do with increased home and parent involve-
ment. Prior to 1985, first-grade teachers did not regularly enlist or contact
parents to help their children academically. Even when teachers did con-
tact parents, it was generally for discipline problems, as the two cases dis-
cussed previously illustrate. Teachers held assumptions that worked against
promoting the sort of parent involvement that might help children’s aca-
demic achievement. They felt that parents needed a great deal of training
to help their children with schoolwork, that parents were largely illiterate,
that they de-emphasized academic achievement in favor of “family” or
“survival” values, and that families were under such economic stress they
could not be expected to play a meaningful role in their children’s academic
development.

Research in the school and community showed that these assumptions
were simply wrong (see also Chapter 7, “Settings in Children’s Homes”).
Children’s homes were not devoid of literacy. And although the overall edu-
cational levels of parents were indeed low, the vast majority had at least
rudimentary reading skills. Virtually all homes sent and received letters to
relatives in Mexico or Central America; all received printed flyers or adver-
tisements; most parents reported (and subsequent studies have confirmed)
that children consistently asked about signs, other “environmental print,”
or the contents of letters to or from relatives, none of which would be pos-
sible if literacy did not exist in the homes at least at some level.

Perhaps more important, parents placed more value on educational
achievement—and its importance for social and economic mobility—than
the school staff realized. One mother, for example, told me:

Uno puede abrirse camino teniendo muchos estudios. En cambio así,
uno tiene que andar limpiando, pidiendo de gata porque no puede
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uno hacer otra cosa. (If you’ve studied a lot, you can open up oppor-
tunities for yourself. Otherwise, you have to clean houses or ask for
handouts because you don’t know how to do anything else.)

(Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991, p. 9)

Although doubts continued to persist among teachers about parents’
willingness or ability to help their children academically, gradually a new
set of practices emerged. As a result of changed school policy, reading books
and other literacy materials began to be sent home regularly. In kindergarten,
teachers gave children various materials or literacy-related activities to take
home and complete, usually with the help or supervision of parents. In some
of the classrooms, this was a direct result of the early Spanish literacy stud-
ies I was conducting. In other classrooms, teachers sent more conventional
“homework,” such as materials on which children were to practice writing
their names or letters of the alphabet. For the first time, first-grade children
took home reading books and other materials for practice and enrichment
on a regular basis. In all classrooms there was much more emphasis than
ever before on having children read at home, which prior research has shown
helps improve reading achievement (e.g., Tizard, Schofield, & Hewison,
1982). Teachers also used a number of simple techniques to facilitate prac-
tice and reinforcement at home, such as easily reproducible forms where
teachers or students wrote down home assignments. All of these changes
meant that children were taking home and working on more printed mate-
rial than ever before.

The final change that helps explain the improvement in Benson’s early
reading scores was that the pacing of first-grade Spanish reading instruction
improved substantially; children were covering more material and being
expected to read more and higher-level texts. The issue of pacing is signifi-
cant, particularly for lower-achieving students, since these are the students
for whom teachers are most likely to slow down the pace of instruction in-
appropriately, thereby greatly reducing children’s opportunities to learn
additional and more challenging material (Leinhardt & Bickel, 1989). In
1984, no one at the school expected children to proceed through the reading
curriculum according to publishers’ norms. The staff made a sharp distinc-
tion between the publisher’s norms and what was reasonable to expect at
the school with “this population.” Children were considered “on grade level”
if they completed and mastered the material in the second of three first-grade
primers, instead of having completed all three as the publishers’ norms sug-
gested. And of course the gap between what children should have been read-
ing had they been on grade level and what they were actually expected to
read only grew as students progressed throughout the grades.
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Exceedingly slow progress through the reading curriculum thus did not
alarm anyone at the school. The rationale was, as one teacher said, “You
have to take the kids from where they are” and get them as far as possible.
Although in theory this makes sense, in practice it led to passivity in the face
of astonishingly low achievement. This passivity then reinforced very low
expectations, which, in turn, further reinforced the absence of any felt need
to do anything differently. And so forth, in a mutually reinforcing down-
ward spiral that resulted in entrenched poor achievement for the vast ma-
jority of children. Not surprisingly, in 1984, nearly one-half (49%) of the
first-grade Spanish readers were still in the first of three first-grade preprimers
at year’s end and only 7% were “at grade level,” that is, reading in a book
that was at least minimally appropriate for first-grade children who had been
in school since kindergarten. Three years later, in contrast, at the end of the
1986–87 school year, the situation was exactly the reverse: Over 45% of the
students were in the final primer at the end of first grade, with only about
10% in the first one. The following year, the situation had improved even
more, with nearly 25% of the first graders reading in a second-grade book,
and only 1% still in the first primer. The majority of the rest were in the
third first-grade book.

One reason for the improved pacing in the reading curriculum was that
the principal and one of the instructional specialists had instituted “pacing
conferences” during the 1986–87 school year. Each teacher met individu-
ally with a specialist to discuss the progress children were making in math,
reading, and language. Although at first some teachers expressed discomfort
with this new procedure, the specialist reported, she felt the conferences had
been very beneficial in helping teachers keep in mind the “bigger picture,”
that academic achievement was an ongoing and developmental process.

But the improvement in pacing cannot be seen as independent of the
other changes mentioned—the earlier start in literacy learning during kinder-
garten; the more balanced, substantive approach to reading instruction in
first grade; and systematic, regular efforts to involve children’s homes and
parents in their early literacy achievement. In fact, the dramatically changed
picture of student progress in the reading program is best understood as
the result of the several factors identified here working in concert. Chil-
dren were learning earlier and learning more about literacy, both in and
out of school. Teachers were able to challenge children more, yet appro-
priately. As a result, there was no longer any need—whether real or per-
ceived—to spend weeks and months in endless rounds of phonic and syllabic
drilling. Improved pacing was thus more than a vacuous exercise in turn-
ing textbook pages faster, and it was as much an effect of improved achieve-
ment as it was a cause.
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During this time Jessie was principal of Benson and enormously sup-
portive of and directly involved in efforts to improve achievement at the
school. She attended parent meetings I held, and she encouraged the literacy
experimentation in my class. She took particular pleasure when I reported
to her improvements in reading achievement that I was finding. One year a
colleague tried out in her classroom some simple comprehension strategies I
had developed. Her students showed great improvement over the previous
year’s class. When I showed the results to Jessie she insisted that I present
them to the other first-grade teachers and that we discuss how these results
were obtained. She was clearly committed to improving the level of academic
attainment at the school.

I finished teaching in 1988 and, thanks to outside funding, was able to
continue working at Benson with colleagues on various aspects of early lit-
eracy development. The next school year, Jessie was transferred to Freeman,
and in August 1989, she called to ask if I would help her navigate through
the upcoming research projects and her eventual dissertation. It soon became
apparent to me that this was an opportunity to work on the sort of thing
that both Jessie and I were interested in—finding ways to improve student
achievement school-wide.

NEW SCHOOL, SAME PROBLEMS—ONLY DIFFERENT

Jessie Sullivan became Freeman Elementary’s principal in August 1989, the
third in 3 years. Before being vice principal and principal at Benson, she
had been a vice principal at another school in the district; before that, she had
been an instructional specialist and a classroom teacher. In all, Jessie had been
a professional educator for nearly 20 years, most of that time in Lawson. Jessie’s
reputation as an administrator was very good. She was popular at Benson
and was known to support teachers and involve them in the process of run-
ning the school. She was considered an efficient and reliable manager who
maintained the school and personnel in good working order. Indeed, her
tenure at Benson was seen as a successful one, so much so that she was trans-
ferred to Freeman by the superintendent to provide some strong leadership
and much-needed stability in that school.

When Jessie got to Freeman in 1989 she observed that the academic
program was poor and student achievement low. Students were making very
slow academic progress; teachers did not seem to challenge them at an appro-
priate level; instruction was lax; students were being passed to the next grade
below grade level. The situation was, in fact, very similar to what it had been
at Benson before the changes described previously took place. This is how
Jessie described what she saw:
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Initial classroom visitations left me with some negative impressions
about teacher beliefs and behaviors—teachers did not seem excited
about teaching, teaching seemed sterile, students did not seem eager
to learn, and there was no evidence of school spirit. . . . Within the
first three weeks of school, at least three upper-grade teachers came
to me and wanted to know what I planned to do about achievement.
They reported that students who had been at the school for several
years were coming to their classroom unprepared to function on
grade level. Additionally, the [district] director of personnel made a
“walk-through.” When she finished, I asked her what she thought.
She replied that, with the exception of one other school in the
district, the teaching at Freeman appeared to be the poorest in the
district. She, too, felt that teachers were not enthusiastic about
teaching, and their teaching seemed flat. . . . Needless to say, I was
appalled by this, and decided to do something as soon as possible to
change it.

 (Sullivan, 1994, pp. 63–64)

Although Jessie did not realize it at the time, the faculty shared her con-
cerns about poor student achievement. Freeman’s teachers found it to be the
most troubling issue facing the school. “The main problem here at Freeman?”
one teacher repeated during an interview in 1990:

Certainly it is a frustration that the kids are not on grade level.
Freeman’s CTBS scores are the lowest of any school in the district,
maybe of any in the state. Three out of 120 students are on grade
level; the rest are in transition. I really don’t know why this is occur-
ring because most of the teachers work very hard.

A second-grade teacher said:

Two thirds of my second graders I would not have promoted from
first grade. They do not have the skills to do the work. They are
below grade level; they are reading in pre-primers, doing the work of
children who are beginning first grade. So I’m teaching them what
they should have learned in first grade.

But the severe achievement problems at the school, instead of provid-
ing a rallying point for concerted and collaborative work, instead contrib-
uted to faculty polarization and divisiveness. Upper-grade teachers, who were
the more vocal at the school, felt they faced students whose previous teachers
had failed to teach them; for example:
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My fourth graders don’t know how to handwrite. They don’t know
any multiplication, even though these are in the third grade curricu-
lum. Now I have to teach both, along with all the other material to
be covered in fourth grade. That jeopardizes the students’ academic
achievement and makes my job a lot harder. This isn’t the first time—
the same thing happened last year and the year before. I’ve already
talked to the [third-grade] teacher, but I didn’t get anywhere.

At the same time, a kindergarten teacher commented:

Some who teach upper grades can’t get beyond blaming us for all
the kids’ school failures. Upper-grade teachers have no idea what
some kids are like when they start school. Which is why it is so
depressing to hear all their negativity about how K teachers aren’t
doing their job.

EARLY IMPROVEMENT EFFORTS STALLED

Jessie’s first attempt at improving things at Freeman when she arrived in the
1989–90 school year consisted of trying to replicate what seemed to have
turned things around at her former school. At Benson, increased parent in-
volvement in children’s academic learning seemed to help improve achieve-
ment at the school. Improved pacing of instruction also seemed to have played
a role, as I have already discussed. There was also a “shared governance”
system at Benson, the Instructional Leadership Council (Hyman & Golden-
berg, 1984), which seemed to be helpful in bringing about change and serv-
ing as a forum for teachers and administrators to participate in making
important decisions for the school (e.g., curriculum, assessment, student
grouping, expenditures).

In a paper for a research practicum Jessie wrote that “I moved to Free-
man with the belief that I could effect a similar kind of [change in] academic
achievement if I could replicate some of the same modifications that had
occurred at Benson” (Sullivan, 1990, p. 2; emphasis in original). Such repli-
cation seemed fairly straightforward and appeared to be a simple matter of
applying lessons learned from the previous school (which were supported
not just by experience but also by research) to the present one. As she wrote
several years later,

My immediate thoughts were to implement similar program changes
at Freeman. This plan seemed reasonable, and was certainly well
intentioned. Since the Benson program changes had resulted in some
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successful student achievement outcomes, it seemed likely they would
lead to similar results at Freeman. Freeman, after all, was only three
blocks away from Benson and served a nearly identical student
population.

(Sullivan, 1994, p. 64)

Unfortunately, despite the proximity and superficial similarity between
the two schools and despite a general (if unspoken) consensus among the
faculty that student achievement required that something be done—although
no one was quite sure what—most of Jessie’s efforts were not very success-
ful. For example, she wanted instructional specialists to meet in quarterly
“pacing conferences” with teachers and see how each teacher’s students were
progressing, if there were individuals or groups of students having difficulty,
and if so, to work with teachers to help students move ahead. As innocuous
as this might sound, it was a radical proposition. She managed to prevail
over the specialists, but only by insisting and even then only by agreeing to
two preconditions:

Cathy and Dale were not overjoyed by the idea. They did not like
the thought of teachers reporting student progress information to
them. They felt they were being put in a position of overseeing their
colleagues—holding teachers accountable for student progress. [But]
because I was so emphatic about starting them, they agreed to
participate under two conditions: (1) we call the conferences “quar-
terly meetings” (they felt this name would be less threatening to
teachers) and (2) we not tell the teachers their full purpose. I agreed
to their preconditions.

(Sullivan, 1994, p. 65)

The specialists saw no purpose to this scheme other than policing their
colleagues, which they were reluctant to do. They were also reluctant to
alter their traditional roles, which consisted largely of testing and grouping
students or occasionally working with small groups on a pull-out basis.
Teachers, for their part, were being asked to submit themselves and, more
specifically, their students’ progress, to a specialist’s very close scrutiny. This
was completely foreign to them. One experienced teacher captured the basic
problem:

Most teachers aren’t comfortable with the idea of their fellow
teachers observing them or evaluating them. This is a problem in
schools—not with all teachers, but with many. And I don’t know
how you change it.
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Jessie’s “quarterly conference” proposal threatened teachers’ autonomy
within their own classrooms, a feature of their work that teachers prize
greatly, as Lortie (1975) and others since have pointed out. In the absence of
any compelling justification—and maybe even in spite of such justification—
it was unlikely that teachers would give up this freedom willingly. The quar-
terly conferences were held, because Jessie said they would be held, but their
effects on teaching and learning were nil (Sullivan, 1994). This was a real
blow to Jessie since it was a cornerstone of her plans to improve achieve-
ment at the school. Similarly, Jessie’s plans to constitute an Instructional
Leadership Council (ILC), which would help spearhead school improvement
efforts, “met with mixed results” (Sullivan, 1994, p. 66). The group met,
but got bogged down in arguing about logistical details, such as whether the
policy-making meetings should be conducted in cross-grade or within-grade
committees.

There were some small victories. Teachers sent home student books (once
parents signed forms taking financial responsibility for lost or damaged
books); a group of teachers decided to work on math problem solving; the
faculty decided that all students should memorize certain computational
“math facts” (addition, subtraction, multiplication, division) in certain
grades. But, as Jessie noted later, the changes were “trivial” and “quite small
in comparison to what I had anticipated” (Sullivan, 1994, pp. 69–70).

In short, Jessie was frustrated and disappointed in her efforts to turn
the school around academically. Her initiatives met with resistance or apa-
thy, and those that seemed at least modestly successful were themselves
extremely modest and of marginal consequence. Other incidents made mat-
ters worse. In February, Freeman went through a contentious and difficult
program review by the State Department of Education. Someone wrote an
anonymous letter to the superintendent complaining about Jessie, and two
faculty members went to the superintendent to see whether the former prin-
cipal could be brought back. Jessie heard other complaints about herself
and about her counselor from the faculty. Jessie had indeed gotten off to a
bad start with the faculty. She was seen as rather standoffish, insufficiently
concerned about the mental health and well-being of her faculty. She had
declared at her first faculty meeting, for example, that faculty were not to
use the phone in the office for personal calls, a departure from previous
more lax policies. The school’s instructional specialists told Jessie that the
staff considered her a “black-and-white” individual—there was no “gray
area,” no room for exceptions to the rule. They even held a “black-and-
white” day where everyone dressed in black and white. The specialists told
Jessie that it was in fun; Jessie saw no humor in it. One teacher in 1990
said:
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Jessie is not too accessible. I think she wants to be, but when you do
talk with her there is no systematic follow-through. She once made a
statement, “I need a private space.” Well, that turns teachers off.

The general climate of the school was, if anything, deteriorating. Jessie said
she felt “very alone and unappreciated. I regretted having left Benson where
I had been admired and liked” (Sullivan, 1994, p. 75).

SCHOOL REFORM AND SCHOOL OVERLOAD

But aside from personality or stylistic issues, which can not be overlooked
as we try to understand the dynamics of school change, there were other
reasons Jessie’s early efforts bore little fruit. These were rooted in teachers’
and Jessie’s own feelings of being overwhelmed by the inherent challenges
of teaching in Lawson, compounded by the number of concurrent changes
being pushed from the state and the district. Jessie describes one conversa-
tion with a teacher on the ILC:

Anita came to see me this morning. . . . She . . . indicated that she was
overwhelmed by everything. . . . She told me that she didn’t think she
was doing anything very well. I told her that it was very difficult to
do anything well because we kept getting new programs before we
were able to do one very well (new math and new writing process
two years ago, new English language arts a year ago, and now
Writing to Read and new Spanish reading program for the coming
year). . . . I recommended that she focus on one program as a goal for
this year, another program for next year, another for the following
year, etc. . . .

(Principal Journal, March 1990, pp. 11–12)

Other teachers, as well as Jessie herself, were victims of the same feelings:

Jane and Edith came in to my office this morning and told me that
they felt they couldn’t participate in the UCLA kindergarten project.
They were already involved in [another research] project and are
feeling overwhelmed with the regular curricular demands. I sympa-
thized with them, told them that I was overwhelmed too, and to
forget it. Today I felt like leaving education. I am exhausted after
last’s week program review and having my school judged on . . .
criteria that [are] so unrealistic.
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Some of the key elements that are causing my brain to explode
are: (1) There are six curricular area criteria. According to expecta-
tions outlined in these, we aren’t doing any very well. Where do we
begin? Language arts and math have been designated as the areas for
an action plan. However, language arts includes listening, speaking
(oral language), reading, and writing. So our work is not in two
areas, it’s in five areas. (2) How do we have an integrated language
arts program when there are two languages in which we must
instruct? Our population requires formalized English lessons. It also
requires reading lessons in English and Spanish. Frankly, this criteria
makes me less supportive of bilingual education. I feel like saying,
okay, you want us to have an integrated program, then fine, we’ll just
do an immersion program. Who cares about bilingual education. I
wish [someone from the California State Department of Education]
would spend a day teaching in one of our bilingual kindergarten or
first-grade rooms. I wonder if [they’d] rewrite the criteria. (3) Then to
top it off, we are judged on the basis of our CAP [California Assess-
ment Project] scores. Some people may disagree with the HOTS
[Higher Order Thinking Skills] lab we’ve developed for attacking this
but it is a realistic way to deal with this [stuff]. If we’ve got to play
games to look good, then we will.

(Principal Journal, March 1990, pp. 7–8)

Freeman’s experiences were only too typical. Professional publications
are filled with references to educators’ being overwhelmed and overloaded:
“elementary teachers . . . overwhelmed by one major curriculum reform
after another . . .” (Thrust for Educational Leadership); “Infusion overload”
(ASCD Newsletter); “curriculum reform . . . coming from all directions . . .
the amount and extent . . . overwhelming” (American Educator); “Reform
du jour . . . the sheer number of reforms that come and go” (Education Week);
“Teachers try to cope with reform mania” (California Educator). This has
been, paradoxically, one of the consequences of the current school reform
“movement”: Although reforms and changes are (presumably) motivated by
the desire to improve teaching and learning in schools, the sheer number and
complexity of these changes, sometimes one piled on top of another in a crazy-
quilt pattern, create nearly unbearable pressures for teachers, administrators,
and others assigned the tasks of “implementation.” As Fullan (2000a) has
observed, overload and fragmentation are two of the main enemies of reform.

These pressures at Freeman, as I suspect has happened at other schools,
made Jessie’s attempts at change either unbearably onerous or simply invis-
ible. New “literature-based” reading books based on the state’s new (at the
time) language arts framework were being adopted, first in English, then in
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Spanish. The district was now emphasizing integrated curricula, writing as
a process, and thematic teaching. These and the new reading series required
teachers to reorient their teaching from a skills-based approach to a mean-
ing- and literature-based approach (see California State Department of Edu-
cation, 1987; for a shift that has since gone in the opposite direction, see
California State Department of Education, 1999). The school also underwent
a Program Quality Review during this year, part of the California State De-
partment of Education’s efforts to monitor and improve school performance.

Making matters worse, district-union negotiations that year were espe-
cially acrimonious, with the district denying requests for smaller classes and
increased aide time. The district instead cut aide time and canceled the split
reading program. Teachers would now teach reading and language arts in
two languages simultaneously and do so with less aide time than before. To
make matters worse still, several teachers had lobbied the superintendent to
start a preschool or Head Start program at the school. They were unsuccess-
ful and interpreted this as further evidence that the district office was out of
touch with issues and needs at the school sites. Several years later a Head
Start Center was begun at Freeman, but at the time (1990) teachers assumed
it was a dead issue.

Feeling overwhelmed with the many demands on their time and energy
and feeling angry that the district had ignored their own concerns, many
teachers at the school concentrated on coping with their classes on a day-to-
day basis. They were uninterested in Jessie’s (or anyone’s) attempts to re-
form, restructure, or re-anything. As one teacher said, “If I could have my
own classroom, detached and separate from the district, that would be per-
fect.” Teachers gave little attention to Jessie’s efforts, or alternatively, they
expressed frustration over all the changes, initiatives, and new expectations.

Jessie felt besieged and largely ineffectual. In May she informed the
superintendent that she was considering resigning, although he talked her
out of it. Many faculty were frustrated and discouraged and shared Jessie’s
reluctance to stay at Freeman. One teacher summed up the mood at year’s
end:

I couldn’t stand to even look at anyone from Freeman. I didn’t go to
the faculty luncheon for that reason. I’d had enough of conflict,
confrontation, misunderstanding, and frustration. I wanted to leave
all that behind.

The 1989–90 school year could not have ended on a more discouraging
note. But end it did, much to everyone’s relief.

It was understandable that the year ended so poorly. Teachers were tired
and frustrated, most of all over the low levels of student achievement. As
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Lortie (1975) discovered more than a quarter-century ago, the “rewards” of
teaching are inextricably tied up with teachers’ perceptions that they are
successfully reaching their students. The teachers in Lortie’s survey “made
little distinction between deriving satisfaction from their work and reaching
classroom objectives . . . satisfaction accompanied desirable results with
students . . . teaching is satisfying and encouraging when positive things
happen in the classroom” (pp. 103–104). If teachers feel they are not reach-
ing students, not helping them grow and develop academically and person-
ally, they derive no joy from their work. The result in Freeman’s case, as
the teacher quoted above said, was “conflict, confrontation, misunderstand-
ing, and frustration.”

But, on the other hand, the miserable ending to the year was ironic.
Whatever else, teachers shared a common concern—students were not achiev-
ing. Moreover, although it was not articulated in precisely this way, teachers
were united in the belief that the many new programs, reviews, and initia-
tives might actually be worsening the situation by creating an overwhelm-
ing, disordered, unfocused place where coherent and sustained teaching and
learning were themselves rendered problematic. Instead of these common
perceptions becoming the basis for making some changes, however, they
contributed to a demoralized and disheartened school climate and to frus-
tratingly low levels of student learning. Jessie was still interested in trying to
turn the school around, but the odds seemed very, very slim.
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Creating Contexts

and Settings for Change

[T]he creation of a setting is no easy matter . . . already in its earliest

phases there are built-in obstacles and conflicts.

(Sarason, 1972, p. 46)

There’ve been many factors that have been involved in [the] change

[at Freeman]. First of all, we as teachers were looking for common

goals and directions for the curriculum. More than in district programs,

we wanted it defined. And so a group of teachers went to the princi-

pal and asked if this could happen, that we define what were [our] goals

at different grade levels. She responded to this by starting a group

that worked on that and continued to work on it for I think three years.

(Freeman teacher, 1994)
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DESPITE HER disappointing first year, Jessie still planned to pursue the
goal of improving student achievement at Freeman. She and I had met

several times during that year and tried to understand why her efforts were
bearing little fruit. It seemed clear that the core of the problem was the fact that
she had spent no time laying the groundwork for the changes she hoped to ef-
fect. Indeed, her actions that first year were sometimes counterproductive. In
October, for example, she told me in one of our many phone converstions that
perhaps she was moving too fast too soon and alienating people in the pro-
cess. She said she had to work with people instead of creating resistance and
clashes, although it was not entirely clear how best to do this.

At year’s end, Jessie reflected on her first year at Freeman and her less-
than-successful attempts to “replicate” the changes and improvements she
had observed and participated in at Benson:

By now [summer of 1990] I realized Freeman was different from
Benson. The teachers at Freeman had different patterns of interaction
and no established way of working together. Three years before,
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Freeman had opened its doors as an elementary school for the first
time. Each of these three years, they had worked with a different
principal. [In contrast], the majority of teachers at Benson, my former
school, had worked with each other for a number of years. Benson’s
shared governance system had been in operation since 1984. Benson
teachers were used to participating in collaborative settings.

Moreover, Jessie continued, changes “had not occurred overnight.”
There had been “a gradual shift,” brought on initially by some collabora-
tive work I had initiated with one of the kindergarten teachers, which led to
changes in how teachers worked together and contributed to changes in
achievement (see previous chapter). “In retrospect,” Jessie wrote, “the
changes I had hoped to make at Freeman” had occurred “in a meaningful
context” at Benson. She went on:

As I look back on [the] first year I realize I had an atomistic approach
to change. I hoped that by affecting parts of the system (e.g., sending
books home, instituting quarterly meetings) I would attain the larger
whole, higher academic achievement. My top-down efforts . . . did
not work. If change was to occur, I was going to have to build a
meaningful context for it. (Sullivan, 1994, p. 77)

Jessie resolved to try again; 1990–91 would be a new year. But how do
you build a “context for change,” particularly when everyone is feeling over-
loaded and fragmented and they’re doing everything they can just to keep up?

CREATING A CONTEXT: THE SCHOOL CHANGE MODEL

By “school-wide context” we had in mind the overall structures and features
of a school—organizational, operational, social, and psychological—that
support, promote, even require, through formal and informal means, doing
and thinking some things rather than others. We didn’t want to be overly
prescriptive; this would be inimical to how we conceived of productive change
taking place. We imagined instead a steady, even if slow, process in which
the culture of the school would be transformed, away from one that expected
and got little in the way of academic achievement from children to one that
set clear and meaningful grade-level goals and helped most children attain
them. We were not interested in mandating specific practices or techniques;
the school change literature (at least that part we read and believed at the
time; see Chapter 9) gave little hope that this would be productive. In an
influential article, McLaughlin (1990) argued that
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to ask about the role or consequences of a particular program or strategy for
practice risked misrepresentation of reality because it gave policy a focus or
significance it did not have in the daily matter of classroom life. . . . [T]he
embedded structure of greatest import to teachers might have little or nothing
to do with policy—it might have to do with professional networks, school
departments, or other school-level associations or colleagues, however orga-
nized. (p. 14)

In other words, what matters, we thought, is not mandating a program,
practice, or policy; rather, it is the professional networks and school-level
associations among educators at a school, which we interpreted as a key
aspect of the school’s context, or its culture. Absent a context that would
support changes aimed at improving student achievement, changes we at-
tempted would fizzle and die. Certainly Jessie’s experience trying to man-
date quarterly pacing conferences and “replicate” our successes at Benson
supported this assumption. Her promulgated policy was simply that—a policy
mandate out of the blue that had no rhyme, reason, nor connection to any-
thing else teachers did or understood.

Our plan, therefore, was to create a context that would support and
promote these sorts of policy and practice changes. Things such as quarterly
conferences would, we expected, eventually become meaningful and useful
because they would fit into a larger school-wide context where improving
student achievement—rather than maintaining a comfortable (or not so com-
fortable) equilibrium—was a prominent feature of what the school staff did
and thought about from day to day. This, in fact, happened, as I will de-
scribe in the next chapter.

A major starting point was the formulation of a school-change model
in the spring of 1990. Even though it left open every conceivable operational
detail, the school-change model proved extraordinarily helpful as a concep-
tual tool. At the urging of Jessie’s dissertation advisor, who supported the
idea of Jessie melding her dissertation with her desire to improve achieve-
ment at her school, Jessie began to conceptualize a model to guide our change
efforts. What is needed for successful change? How do you conceptualize
the task? How do you create a “context for change” that will then translate
into improved achievement for students? What do we mean by “context”?
After several drafts, notes, and discussions between us, Jessie wrote a paper
providing the outlines of a school-change model that became the basis for
her dissertation and for our efforts to improve teaching and learning at the
school (Sullivan, 1990, 1994).

The model was derived from research on effective schools and on educa-
tional change and from our own experiences working in schools. It consisted
of four “change elements” that we hypothesized could influence teachers’
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thoughts and behaviors, thereby influencing student outcomes. These elements,
we predicted, would enable us to create a context at the school that would be
more supportive of improving student achievement across the board:

• goals that are set and shared;
• indicators that measure success;
• assistance by capable others; and
• leadership that supports and pressures.

Versions of three of the elements—goals, indicators, and leadership—
have long been associated with efforts to improve school effectiveness. The
other—“assistance by capable others”—was a more recent arrival, part of a
general shift away from bureaucratic models where administrators “lead”
by setting objectives, then holding teachers accountable for them, toward
collaborative or collegial models in which helping all members of an organi-
zation attain generally valued goals is part of everyone’s responsibility (Fullan,
1985, 1991; Loucks-Horsley & Mundry, 1991; Rowan, 1990; Tharp &
Gallimore, 1988). We predicted that these four elements could be used to
influence teacher attitudes (for example, their goals and expectations for
student learning) and instructional behaviors (for example, how and what
they teach), which are known to influence important student outcomes. The
model is shown in Figure 4.1.

There is nothing specific to Spanish-speaking or immigrant students
about this model. To the contrary, goals, indicators, assistance, and leader-
ship constitute a generic set of dimensions for “leveraging” sustained, co-
herent change, regardless of the particular population.

Goals That Are Set and Shared

Setting goals (element 1), for example, is a venerable concept in 20th-century
American education. Ralph Tyler wrote over 50 years ago that

if an educational program is to be planned and if efforts for continued improve-
ment are to be made, it is very necessary to have some conception of the goals
that are being aimed at. These educational objectives become the criteria by
which materials are selected, content is outlined, instructional procedures are
developed and tests and examinations are prepared. All aspects of the educa-
tional program are really means to accomplish basic educational purposes.
(Tyler, 1949, p. 3)

Out of fashion and unexceptionable as it might be, this statement con-
tains an important message: If we want a school, a program, an organiza-
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tion—in short, any complex human endeavor—to improve, it is extremely
useful (“very necessary,” Tyler says) first to have a clear notion of what it is
we are trying to accomplish. In education, we are trying to accomplish cer-
tain things with students. That is, we are trying to help them learn and grow
in particular ways—academic, cognitive, affective, dispositional, and so
forth. The current “standards movement” is based on this very assump-
tion, namely, that we must carefully articulate what we want students to
know and be able to do, then work assiduously toward helping students
accomplish these goals. It is a straightforward notion, yet as is often the
case, one that is easier to talk about than put into practice. However, when
schools do have explicitly articulated goals for student accomplishment and
learning, there is a greater chance that students will achieve at higher lev-
els (Carter & Chatfield, 1986; Good & Brophy, 1986; Peterson & Lezotte,
1991). One reason for this is suggested by theories of motivation going back
to Aristotle1: namely, that goals we set often influence our behavior. If all
teachers at a school agree to try and accomplish certain things with stu-

Change elements: Student

outcomes, e.g.,
1. Goals . . . that

are set and shared

2. Indicators . . . that

measure success

3. Assistance . . . from

capable others

4. Leadership . . . that

supports and pressures

test scores

performance

assessments

affect attitudes,

motivation

Teacher

attitudes, e.g.,

expectations

efficacy

attributions for

student scores

Teacher

behaviors, e.g.,

pacing

instructional
practices

parent contacts

student interactions

Source: Goldenberg and Sullivan, 1994; Sullivan, 1994.

FIGURE 4.1. School Change Model
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dents, the likelihood that everyone will work toward these goals increases, as
do the chances the goals will be reached. It seems so banal, yet establishing
agreed-upon and mutually understood goals can powerfully influence individu-
als’ behaviors and an entire school’s operation. Conversely, failure to set ex-
plicit, mutually agreed-upon goals deprives a school community of a potential
motivator for change.

Indicators That Measure Success

Similarly, indicators (element 2) to assess student progress toward goals, and
therefore the school’s success (or failure) in helping students achieve them,
can also help produce improvements in student outcomes (Good & Brophy,
1986; Peterson & Lezotte, 1991; Slavin, Madden, Karweit, Livermon, &
Dolan, 1990; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Indicators complement goals by
reinforcing their importance. Necessarily, what gets assessed (or “tested”)
gets attention. Perhaps even more important, indicators geared toward de-
termining where we are in relation to goals let us know whether we are
making progress toward goals. Again, the concept is straightforward; the
execution rarely is.

Indicators and goals are actually of a piece, since indicators serve to
operationalize or concretize goals; they illustrate what the goals actually
mean. Student goals can be fairly abstract and nebulous. It is one thing, for
example, to have a goal such as the following: Students will be able to read
a grade-level narrative of approximately 200 words, write a summary of
what happened in the story, and answer one or more inferential questions
demonstrating clear understanding of the passage. This is a reasonable goal
for elementary-age students from about the third grade. But what does it
mean? There are several potentially problematic terms in this seemingly in-
nocuous goal statement—grade-level, narrative, summary, inferential ques-
tion, clear understanding. What does each of these terms mean, specifically,
in the context of what we’re trying to help students learn to do? Or this goal:
Students will demonstrate caring and empathic behaviors toward classmates
and adults, including sharing materials, listening to others with problems,
and talking through conflicts. Again, this is a reasonable, even essential, goal
for students. But what does it mean? How will we know whether students
are doing these things? How often do they have to do them to allow us to
say we are further along on this goal today than we were last week or last
month or last year?

We can write increasingly detailed descriptions of goals, define all terms,
and so forth, but in the end there is no substitute for one or more concrete
examples illustrating what we mean. This is what indicators must comprise—
concrete operationalizations of what our goals mean and what it looks like
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for students to be accomplishing them. Indicators need not be fancy or com-
plex (although sometimes they must be). If a goal is to have students reading
on grade level, for example, one indicator of this is the grade-level designa-
tion of reading textbooks that students are using. This is a crude indicator,
to be sure, but it is not without meaning. In a previous project I found that
the grade-level designation of reading textbooks students were using was
correlated with reading achievement levels as measured by standardized tests.
As more children successfully completed higher-level reading textbooks, first-
grade achievement scores went up (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991; see also
Barr, 1973–74).

Assistance by Capable Others

Assistance is the third element in the change model. Recent findings and
theory in school and organizational effectiveness highlight the importance
of mutual assistance among fellow professionals in a program of successful
change. This is in contrast to traditional bureaucratic approaches, where
administrators set policies and guidelines, then hold teachers “accountable.”
(See Rowan, 1990, on changing conceptions for the organizational design
of schools and Druckman, Singer, & Van Cott, 1997, for a more general
discussion of current theories and findings on organizational performance.)
Assistance comes in many shapes and sizes, but essentially it comes down to
all members of an organization taking responsibility for and helping others
achieve goals that have been established. Once again, it is a seemingly straight-
forward idea that belies its complexity.

Aside from classroom aides or the purchase of supplies and materials,
what assistance teachers are provided is typically in the form of in-services
and one-shot workshops that rarely connect to what they are doing in their
classroom and what they are trying to accomplish with their students. And
administrators rarely get even this amount of assistance. Principals might be
held accountable for raising test scores or lowering absentee rates, but how
much help do they get in devising or implementing means for accomplishing
these? My experience has been that they get very little. Instead, they are given
goals or targets, then made responsible for attaining them. They are made
“accountable,” in the current parlance. Perhaps extra funds are provided—
if principals are fortunate—but virtually nothing in the way of technical or
substantive assistance is. In the Los Angeles schools, for example, principals
of low-performing schools are put “on notice” that they can be removed from
their positions if their schools’ scores do not improve. Schools are subject to
a system of rewards and sanctions based on these scores. Extra funds are
available, but principals are essentially on their own to come up with plans
to improve school performance (Smith, 1998).
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Meaningful professional assistance must be long-term, substantive, and
specifically focused on accomplishing generally understood and agreed-upon
goals. Assistance involves many things, such as presenting new information,
discussing how the information is to be applied in a particular situation,
providing specific and concrete guidance in applying both new information
and important understandings about a school site. All of these require creat-
ing settings that encourage learning new information and skills, coupled with
discussions and analysis of practice and opportunities to attempt and reflect
upon new behaviors (Clark, 2001; Joyce, Showers, & Rolheiser-Bennett,
1987; Lieberman, 1995; Lieberman & Miller, 2001; Rosenholtz, 1989;
Saunders, Goldenberg, & Hamann, 1992; Saunders, O’Brien, Hasenstab,
Marcelletti, Saldivar, & Goldenberg, 2001; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988).

Leadership That Supports and Pressures

Finally, leadership (element 4) is the element most closely associated with
efforts to make schools more effective. A principal’s leadership has consis-
tently emerged as the most potent factor in the school-change equation
(Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; Bickel, 1983; Bliss, Firestone, & Richards,
1991; Edmonds, 1978, 1979; Fullan, 1991). We hypothesized that in the
context of the three other change elements—goals, indicators, and assis-
tance—leadership would mix the pot, so to speak, helping stir the other ingre-
dients and keeping the process of change and improvement moving. Whether
by the principal or some other individual, leadership provides the cohesion
that makes the other elements and components of the model work together.
It is difficult to see how goals can be articulated and widely accepted, indi-
cators developed and implemented, and assistance systematically and stra-
tegically provided in the absence of effective leadership at the school site.

What are the essential attributes of effective school leadership? There
is, of course, a vast literature on this topic (see Sashkin & Walberg, 1993;
for a more general discussion of the attributes of effective organizational
leadership, see Druckman, Singer, & VanCott, 1997, Chapter 4—“Devel-
oping Leaders”). In a useful synthesis of eight effective schools studies from
the 1970s, Sweeney (1982) identified six leadership behaviors associated with
well-managed schools where students achieve: Effective principals empha-
size achievement, set instructional strategies, provide an orderly atmosphere,
frequently evaluate student progress, coordinate instructional programs, and
support teachers. Other syntheses have yielded similar lists.

At the risk of oversimplifying, we subsumed all the preceding attributes
under two essential features—pressuring, on the one hand, and supporting,
on the other. The tension implied by these two seemingly contradictory fea-
tures captures the paradoxical, uncertain, and nonlinear nature of the change



Creating Contexts and Settings for Change 53

process as we have come to understand it (Fullan, 1993). The skillful princi-
pal—indeed, the skillful leader—will know when to exercise one or the other
or both simultaneously. This is perhaps the most elusive but important as-
pect of leadership (Blase, 1987; Bliss et al., 1991; Huberman, 1983; Miles,
1983).

In sum, we expected to use these four “change elements”—goals, indi-
cators, assistance, and leadership—to create a context that would lead to
improved achievement for students. We assumed we would be changing the
culture of school—the norms, beliefs, expectations, assumptions, behaviors
of teachers and students. Not overnight, certainly. But perhaps within 2 or
3 years. Over time, we thought, teachers would begin to focus on agreed-
upon student learning outcomes, as gauged by meaningful and useful indi-
cators, with assistance from each other and nonfaculty such as myself, all
pushed, prodded, and inspired by effective leadership from the principal and
other teachers. It turns out that Jessie and I did not conceptualize a key as-
pect of what we were trying to accomplish—settings where all this would
take place (see below). We did not realize that the creation and use of set-
tings would be central to creating the “context” we wanted to establish at
Freeman. Indeed, our notion of context was pretty vague. Nevertheless, armed
with our newly forged conceptual model, we headed into the new school year.

“IT’S ONLY OCTOBER AND ALREADY

IT FEELS LIKE JUNE.”

School change model or no school change model, the 1990–91 school year
got off to a difficult start. In addition to the usual staff turnover, the school
underwent a nearly complete change in administration over the summer. The
counselor and the two resource specialists from the year before had been
reassigned to different schools. The new counselor was then on sick leave
for over 6 weeks, and one of the two resource specialists was not replaced
until the 3rd month of school. The school was short a dozen instructional
aides, which meant that in addition to the usual activities inherent in start-
ing a new school year, Jessie was also interviewing applicants for the aide
positions. I called Jessie just before the school year started to see how things
were shaping up, and she told me over the phone, “I’m already feeling like I
did last year.”

On the heels of the previous year’s program review, the school now faced
a State Compliance Review, a time-consuming procedure to assess whether
a district’s categorical programs are in compliance with state and federal
regulations. The review does not require changes in practices or policies
(unless a district is found to be out of compliance). Nonetheless, it takes up
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much of the staff’s, especially the administrative staff’s, time in the months
leading up to it. Records and procedures are reviewed and prepared for the
external review team. Faculty meetings are held to review regulations gov-
erning categorical programs. The review was a source of considerable stress,
particularly for the principal and particularly since her administrative team
was so shorthanded. In addition, the district had recently been awarded a
grant to implement IBM’s Writing to Read program, which required setting
up two computer labs, making sure they were stocked with the necessary
materials, and organizing, scheduling, and coordinating classrooms using the
labs. Aides were assigned to each lab, but the superintendent had directed
the school principals personally to oversee the labs.

The one potential bright spot during the fall of 1990 was that the school
would be getting a vice principal. Even this proved to be a source of stress
since the position would not be filled for several months, and Jessie knew
that even when it was filled, it would be with someone new to the job, per-
haps even new to the district. (Freeman never did get a permanent vice prin-
cipal, despite its 800+ enrollment.) Jessie wrote in her journal in September,
“Right now improving students’ academic performance is not a priority. I’m
just trying to keep the school running.” Teachers also felt the stress and
anxiety, which of course contributed to Jessie’s own. Many of the faculty
consistently characterized themselves as “overloaded and overwhelmed,” just
as Jessie did. They even cited many of the same reasons: Compliance Re-
view, Writing to Read labs, new administrative staff, new textbook series in
math and reading, too many meetings, cuts in aide time, lack of planning
time. Some of these are chronic problems and complaints; others were par-
ticular to Freeman at that time and place. All added to the sense of overload
and fragmentation.

Excerpts from an interview conducted by a research assistant in the
fall of 1990 with an experienced teacher on the staff reveal the intensity of
feelings at Freeman and the inventory of interconnected issues—some par-
ticular to Freeman, others generic to teaching—with which teachers were
struggling:

Of course I’m overwhelmed. There’s so many things. There’s the
Writing to Read Program. We have a meeting for K-, first-, and
second-grade teachers after school. The third meeting I’ve had this
week. Jessie said we’d have to have a center related to learning
games. She asked the teachers to make computer learning games for
the center. We pointed out that someone had donated games for the
center. Jessie still insisted we make the games. Finally, after many
complaints from the teachers, she relented and said we could use the
donated games. I could name many more examples—putting up the
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bulletin board in the office, passing out cards for parents’ signatures,
checking and reviewing this new textbook.

One teacher said yesterday, “It’s only October and already it
feels like June.” All of us felt the same. I’m already at my limit . . .
I’m overboard. This “being overwhelmed feeling”—it affects my
stomach and my attitude. My stomach gets upset and I get in an
angry, negative mood. If I could teach the children somewhere else
than at the school, somewhere far away on another planet, far
removed from the school district, in my own little classroom—that
would be heaven!

This sense of overload—of never being able to do all that truly needed to
be done, of not helping a child enough or not at all, of not completing this
requirement or filling in that form, of not being able just to teach—pervaded
teachers’ lives, becoming the most common conversational topic during morn-
ing break and lunch. With the overload topics came what one teacher called a
“negative lunchroom atmosphere, a negative climate.” Some teachers took to
eating lunch in their classrooms and avoiding colleagues altogether:

I leave feeling more exhausted than when I came in. It is a competition
as to who has the worst horror story. You never receive any sympa-
thetic understanding, because everyone else cannot wait to tell you
their story, which of course, is a hundred times worse than yours.

Jessie’s appraisal was as grim:

By September, it appeared that our vision to improve academically
was collapsing. Teachers were feeling overwhelmed with many new
district obligations—to teach thematically, to open Writing to Read
Labs, to begin a new Spanish reading series; and to prepare their
records for the upcoming compliance review by the California State
Department of Education.

(Sullivan, 1994, p. 87)

In October, Jessie said to me, “Everybody is so negative because they’re
feeling burned out.” Déjà vu—again. I must confess that at times it seemed
futile. Jessie was so stressed, teachers so overwhelmed, the changes, programs,
initiatives, reviews, and on and on and on seemed interminable. Did we really
think we could launch a school-wide initiative to improve teaching and
achievement in the midst of this? I wrote in my notes at the beginning of the
year (August 14, 1990) that what seemed suffocating for the staff was the
“day-to-day stuff. The sheer volume of persons and things you have to con-
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tend with. The lack of ability to do it in a way that allows you to feel mod-
estly successful, yet not stretched to the limit.” My notes went on:

How do you do it, how do you cope? The problem is that in the face
of so much other . . . that DEMANDS immediate attention, you lose
your bearings, you lose sight of what you’re trying to do. Because
what you are REALLY trying to do is survive day to day. Have a
good day. Keep the [administration] off your back. Feel a modicum
of success; feel like you’ve got a handle on things. I think that’s what
kills everyone—feeling like they don’t have a handle on things.

Still, Jessie and I pressed ahead. Our first concrete step was to form the
Academic Expectations Committee, an idea Jessie and I had come up with
the previous spring. The idea was rooted in the School Change Model, but
also in our sense of what had gone wrong in previous school reform efforts
and how to avoid those pitfalls.

CONFRONTING HISTORY2

The legacy of attempts at school reform is not a happy one, although we
might have more grounds for optimism now than we did in 1990. As I
pointed out in earlier chapters, some school, district, and state reform
efforts have produced at least modestly positive results in terms of improve-
ments in student learning. The American Institutes for Research (1999) and
Slavin and Fashola (1998) have reviewed a number of programs that hold
promise for improving student performance, particularly for disadvantaged
students. Fullan (2000b) has recently reviewed some promising efforts to
bring about “large-scale reform.” And several “comprehensive school re-
form models” seem to be at least modestly successful in improving student
outcomes, particularly in high poverty schools (Borman, Hewes, Overman,
& Brown, 2003; Desimone, 2002). Just as important, our school system
can point to successes in educating a growing and increasingly diverse stu-
dent body (Grissmer et al., 2000; “Schools Show New Progress,” 2003).
Perhaps the public and educators themselves are guilty of failing to give
our schools sufficient credit for what they have accomplished (Berliner &
Biddle, 1997).

But, historically, most attempts to change schools and improve achieve-
ment have not gotten much beyond high-sounding rhetoric and (generally)
good intentions. This has been the theme of many, many articles and books
on educational reform (e.g., Cohen, 1988; Cuban, 1990; Gibboney, 1994;
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Sarason, 1990, 1996). No one attempting to engage in “school reform” can
afford to ignore its troubled and checkered history.

The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s “New Futures Initiative,” for example,
has a familiar ring to it. After 3 years of an effort to take “aim at the symp-
toms of failure found in high dropout rates, low academic achievement,” and
other problems of youth (Wehlage, Smith, & Lipman, 1992, p. 55), the edu-
cators and community leaders involved in this effort “have been unable to
turn the rhetoric of change into decisive action at the school building level”
(Wehlage, Smith, & Lipman, 1992, p. 83). Similar observations have been
made about other high-profile attempts to reform schools, such as the
Annenberg Challenge (Olson, 1997a) and LEARN, the Los Angeles Unified
School District’s reform effort (Hendrie, 1997). I personally have had such
experiences with school reform initiatives that I’ve either been asked to evalu-
ate or observe from the inside. If we start adding up stalled or outright failed
reform efforts or efforts that have promised far more than they have deliv-
ered, the list gets very long.

None of this is meant to criticize the efforts of the many educators and
school reformers intent on improving what students and teachers experience
in our schools. My point is simply that anyone who proposes to initiate a
“reform” effort in a school or a district or a group of schools or districts
who is not mindful of this burden of history—the history of stalled or failed
efforts to change “business as usual” in the schools—is asking for trouble. If
nothing else, would-be reformers must understand that they are wading into
an area where the failures (at least the perceived failures) far outnumber the
perceived successes. Reformers can expect to be met with skepticism, cyni-
cism, even outright hostility by some, maybe most, educators, particularly
those who have been in the profession for some years and, as they like to
say, “have seen it all.” As one teacher commented on a national survey around
the time the project at Freeman was getting underway,

After 20 years in the classroom, I have seen many educational trends come and
go. New math; old math; tracking; gifted; all sorts of ideas or methods to im-
prove education. All the experts have a plan, or an opinion. . . . (Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 1990, p. 17)

The Freeman project was no exception. Although there were teachers
who welcomed, even asked for, Jessie’s doing something about the low levels
of student achievement, others were skeptical. For some teachers, what Jessie
was proposing had a very familiar, and unpleasant, ring to it. And still others,
even if they had had no previous bad associations with what Jessie was pro-
posing, were suspicious, even cynical, about her motives.
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A SETTING FOR CHANGE:

THE ACADEMIC EXPECTATIONS COMMITTEE

Rather than attempting to improve achievement by implementing a new
program or a new set of teaching procedures—with all the changes and ini-
tiatives coming from the district office, this would have been blocked by the
district anyway—we speculated that successful change would be more likely
to result from the faculty’s articulating a concrete, specific, and shared set of
goals for student learning (“goals that are set and shared”), then working
assiduously toward them. This would be the beginnings, we thought, of cre-
ating a school-wide context to support and encourage changes that in turn
would lead to improved achievement.

We knew that teachers were concerned about student achievement; in-
deed, student learning is the principal issue that concerns teachers. What was
lacking at Freeman—and is lacking in the overwhelming majority of schools—
was a coherent context to help the entire school move toward higher achieve-
ment levels. The attempted changes, initiatives, new curricula, and new
programs, together with the challenges inherent in the teaching situation at
Freeman, were making Freeman teachers’ work lives a fragmented and frus-
trating patchwork of disconnected activities. The year before, Jessie had
experienced the full force of the frustration the school climate had engen-
dered. If she attempted changes that were seen as “one more thing to do,”
they would be met with skepticism, if not outright opposition. We needed
an overarching framework that teachers played a role in formulating and
that defined desired learning outcomes for students, grade by grade. Such a
shared framework would provide coherence and help focus the entire staff’s
efforts toward improving student achievement.

We decided in the spring of 1990 to create the “Academic Expectations
Committee,” or AEC, to spearhead the effort to establish learning goals that
would constitute the starting point. Although we didn’t realize it at the time,
it became our first setting for change—an instance where several people came
together over an extended period of time in order to accomplish something.
In the case of the AEC, the goal was to develop a set of student learning goals
and expectations for each grade. The goals and expectations became the first
layer of the context we were trying to create.

The idea for the AEC was influenced by my ongoing early literacy re-
search in the district. My experience was that most teachers underestimated
what children were capable of learning and doing. I mentioned this to Jessie
at our May 1990 meeting, and she agreed. She went on to remark that one
of the problems we face as teachers is getting “stuck in a rut,” continuing to
do what children can do fairly comfortably.3 Despite feeling stretched to the
limit and continually overwhelmed, Jessie was genuinely concerned about
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student achievement, and she often responded positively to concrete and
promising ideas she came across.

One of these ideas was to formulate specific goals and expectations that
the entire faculty would (we hoped) get behind. Based on my own and other
published research on literacy development among young children, I had
formulated some key literacy goals for kindergarten. The goals spanned a
wide range of learning outcomes, from knowing letters, sounds, and words
to knowing and understanding books children hear read aloud to making
rudimentary attempts to do original writing. Jessie was enthused about the
list, particularly since she had recently been in one of the kindergarten rooms
and noticed that for “writing,” children were dictating stories while the
teacher transcribed them. Nowhere did children have an opportunity to try
and write on their own. Jessie told me that she had suggested to the teacher
that she try having children do some original writing, including using “invented
spelling.” The following day the teacher brought her some of the children’s
beginning attempts to sound out words and write a story, clear evidence that
they had motivation and abilities the teacher had not imagined.

Jessie thought that formulating clear goals and expectations would be
productive, and she wanted to share the ones I had developed with the kin-
dergarten teachers as soon as possible. I agreed but also suggested that a simi-
lar set of “goals” or “expectations” throughout the grades could be very
useful (“very necessary,” as Ralph Tyler would have said). Jessie agreed; thus
was born the Academic Expectations Committee.

Following our meeting in May 1990, Jessie appointed a committee of
teachers, one from each grade level, to serve on next year’s AEC. Members
of the committee were selected based upon experience, general high regard
at the school, and likely interest in doing something substantive to improve
student achievement (Sullivan, 1994). Grade by grade, they would develop
drafts of goals (or expectations) in mathematics and language arts for all
students. These drafts would then be taken to grade-level teams for discus-
sion, revision and, we hoped, school-wide adoption. Jessie and I agreed that
I would formulate a preliminary version of goals for kindergarten and first
grade; Jessie would ask two other teachers to do the same for grades 2–5.

Looking back on this effort from the perspective of the beginning of the
21st century, I am struck by the extent to which we were beginning at the
very beginning. We had little to go on as we set about formulating grade-
level goals and expectations. During the 1990s, the so-called standards move-
ment became a growth industry; by the end of the decade, virtually every
state had standards in at least one curricular domain (Finn & Petrilli, 2000).
But in 1990, these were nonexistent. A few school districts had articulated
something similar to “grade-level expectations,” and we obtained copies of
these to see if they would help. But for the most part we had to start at the
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beginning, which is to say, build our own goals and expections from the
ground up.

Because of the central role the Academic Expectations Committee (later
the Academic Assessment Committee) played in efforts to improve achieve-
ment at the school, I will describe its origins in some detail. The next section
gives its early history, more specifically the first meeting. My goal is to
chronicle what Sarason (1972) calls the “natural history” of the setting—
why it came into being, who was present at creation, what its first stirrings
of life were like, and the visible and hidden obstacles it would have to over-
come. At the end of the chapter I will briefly describe what the AEC eventu-
ally accomplished and what its role was in the overall change efforts at the
school. Chapter 6 goes into more detail on the AEC’s successor, the AAC.
None of this would have been possible, however, if the early meetings had
been failures. As Sarason warned about the creation of settings, it is “no easy
matter.” There were indeed “built-in obstacles and conflicts.”

My intent is to use the case of the AEC as an example of the begin-
nings of a critical setting for change, in this case, change aimed at improv-
ing academic achievement. School communities can galvanize around any
set of goals deemed important, such as social responsibility, promoting
equity, or cross-cultural understanding. Most people would accord aca-
demic achievement a very high priority for all schools, but in the final analy-
sis, the domain and focus of change can vary from school to school, even
if within a larger framework laid out by a state or local district. This is
why I think the School Change Model is so useful: It identifies key elements
or levers (to use a mechanistic metaphor) that can be used to bring about
productive change in any domain.

The AEC’s First Meeting

The first meeting of the Academic Expectations Committee (October 8, 1990)
marked the public, or at least semi-public, beginning of Jessie’s and my ex-
plicit attempts to begin “creating a context” to promote a school-wide im-
provement. Predictably, although the AEC comprised a hand-picked group
of faculty whom Jessie expected to support an effort to improve student
achievement, responses were mixed, with the skeptics being the most vocal.
That mixed reaction could have signaled the end of our efforts. The early
dramatic meetings depicted by James Comer (1980) in inner-city 1960s New
Haven nearly shut down his project before it began. However, this AEC
meeting was not acrimonious, nor did it reveal deep schisms among the fac-
ulty or an air of desperation or impending crisis. In fact, the meeting was
not very dramatic at all, even though the potential for the project’s demise
was right there in the meeting room.
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This is part of what made the experience at Freeman so intriguing: Very
little happened that was, at the time, clearly dramatic. There were neither
confrontations nor great epiphanies. Instead, what we experienced was a
relatively slow and generally rational process—tremendously uncertain at
times, with ups and downs and great frustrations, but also with positive
developments and growing insights. The faculty gradually came together
around a core set of agreed-upon goals, followed by steady work aimed at
trying to accomplish them with as many students as possible. The seeming
ordinariness of the whole process belied how difficult it was to make it all
happen. But I am jumping ahead.

Although there were no dramatic confrontations at this first AEC meet-
ing, there were distinctly different perspectives. Some of these perspectives
were articulated during the meeting; some did not come out until later inter-
views. These different perspectives revealed some of the inherent difficulties
we faced from the outset. These were not political issues, based on the dis-
tribution and exercise of power at the school. Nor were they difficulties stem-
ming from people’s resistance to change. Rather, the issues were of a different
sort, difficult to categorize, except to say that they were rooted in teachers’
previous experiences and their perceptions of what was going on—and why—
in the immediate setting. Power and resistance did not seem to be at play.

As we will see, teachers saw Jessie’s proposal through different lenses:
At least two teachers, convinced that achievement at the school could be
improved, saw it as productive and meaningful. Another saw it through her
own previous experience with a failed effort that sounded like what Jessie
was now proposing. Yet another saw it through her distrust of other teach-
ers’ professionalism and her suspicion that Jessie did not have the will (nor,
perhaps, ability) to enforce adherence to academic goals. Other teachers saw
Jessie’s proposal through their suspicions about her motives. All of these
specific issues and concerns, embedded as they were in a problematic and
overloaded school context amidst a history of perceived failed educational
reform efforts that wear everyone out and breed cynicism and distrust, can
portend the demise of well-meaning reform efforts. My guess is that similar
dynamics play themselves out in other attempts at school reform.

Jessie’s and my assumption was that the only way to deal with these
challenges, and the challenging contexts and history that inevitably inten-
sify them, was to demonstrate that we took people’s reservations and issues
seriously and were able and willing to engage in actions that mattered for
producing results to benefit both teachers and students. We had to demon-
strate, in other words, that we could get tangible results and in ways that
made sense to the staff. The history of the project over the next several years
validated these assumptions. But on October 8, 1990, when the Academic
Expectations Committee met for the first time, all Jessie could do was to try
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and explain why she wanted to move in this direction, and to listen and re-
spond to teachers’ issues and concerns.

The following excerpts provide a portrait of the meeting and illustrate
some of the “built-in obstacles and conflicts” about which Sarason has
warned. They have been taken from an observer’s fieldnotes and Jessie’s
journal. (I am grateful to Jan Hamann, a research associate on the project
during its first 2 years, for her fieldnotes, and to Jessie for giving me full access
to her journal.) The important thing to note about these accounts is that
although there appeared to be a wide range of responses to Jessie’s proposal—
both positive and negative—the skeptics spoke up more. As anyone who has
been in these kinds of meetings knows, this can quickly derail an initiative.
Any one of these issues and objections can become an obstacle; taken to-
gether, they can be insurmountable. But Jessie successfully kept the meeting
moving forward, not getting bogged down or derailed by any of hundreds
of possible distractors.

(Members attending: Jessie, principal; Karen, kindergarten teacher; Elsa,
first-grade teacher; Ellen, second-grade teacher; Nancy, third-grade teacher;
Wanda, fourth-grade teacher; Teresa, fifth-grade teacher; two instructional
specialists.)

Jessie opened the meeting, stating what she wanted to accomplish and
repeating briefly the agenda she had distributed: “to decide whether
we want general or specific academic objectives for Freeman, what
subjects should receive the focus of academic objectives, and whether
we want a phase-in period with minimal expectations.” . . . Briefly,
she explained that the third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade academic
expectations [drafts] are minimal in nature, while the K, first-, and
second-grade academic objectives focus specifically and in more
detail on language arts and math. . . .

Wanda commented that Hawthorne School District has adopted
a similar list of essential skills that all kids are expected to meet, and
that research backs up these objectives as necessary and valuable.

Another teacher, Nancy, had a different reaction: “I know. Los
Angeles had a similar requirement. And we were testing the kids all
the time, because each month we tested the kids on a different
specific skill. We questioned the value of all this testing and com-
plained about it, but we had to do it just the same. We never saw that
it accomplished anything. Which is why I’m asking you, Jessie: Is all
this just hooey? Why are we doing this? What’s the purpose?”

Jessie responded that she agreed there was too much testing, but
last year’s program review made it necessary to set forth academic
expectations. . . . “I want agreement on language arts at the very
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least,” she said. “I want to find out how we’re doing, to establish
what our needs are. To do that we need to have some academic
expectations in place, statements about what we are trying to do.”

 (Observer fieldnotes from meeting)

About this time, another teacher changed the subject and began to argue
for retention of children in kindergarten:

“Let’s be honest,” Teresa said. “Most of these kids aren’t ready for
kindergarten when they come here.” [Another teacher] added,
“They’re two or more years behind when they enter kindergarten.”
“And,” Teresa continued, “they need to be retained another year
before they are ready to go on. So we agree to retain those who can’t
cut it, until they are prepared . . .”

Jessie brought the meeting back into focus and became more
forceful. “I am concerned with those who don’t know basic skills.
The isolated cases don’t concern me.” She asked for [teachers’]
reactions to the grade-level academic expectations.

(Observer fieldnotes)

The kindergarten representative said that her grade level supported the
expectations. But Teresa was relentless and now issued another challenge:

“Who’s going to police the teachers? Who’s going to see that they are
accountable? Are you willing to do that, Jessie?” She gave several
examples of how teachers, even if they go along with a policy, will
close their classroom doors and carry on their business as usual, thus
sabotaging the best intentions of any program.

Jessie responded: “I agree that happens, but I like to have faith
that the teachers I work with will cooperate. . . . I think if they work
with their colleagues, when they buy into the plan and know what’s
expected of them, they will cooperate. The kids will do better and
reach their expectations.” She cited what happened at Benson and at
other schools when this was tried. “I’m not just asking teachers to be
accountable; I’m holding the kids accountable, too.”

Teresa was insistent. “You haven’t answered my question,
Jessie. Will you help to see that these expectations are carried out?”
“Yes,” Jessie said. “I offer to help; I can do that. I’m not promising
miracles. . . . But I need agreement on these goals in order to do
that.” She turns to the other teachers. “How do your teachers feel
about this?” [Two teachers] indicated they hadn’t approached all
their [grade-level colleagues] yet but felt they would approve the
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standards. “So it’s okay with kindergarten, with first, with second.
What about you, Wanda? And Nancy?”

Wanda wanted the specific goals, like those in kindergarten
through second grade. Nancy suggested a language arts emphasis;
then she raised some questions about certain parts of the curriculum
and what specific expectations would be appropriate.

(Observer fieldnotes)

As with any meeting of this sort, many issues can arise and overwhelm
the agenda. However, Jessie kept a focus on the primary topic, and the meet-
ing ended with an agreement to meet again the following month after com-
mittee members had a chance to discuss the plan with grade-level colleagues.
This was the meeting’s major accomplishment: Jessie’s proposal was put on
the table, with the explicit agreement that committee members would seri-
ously consider the role the AEC could play in undertaking a serious, long-
term effort to improve school-wide achievement. Although there was no way
to know at the time, this was in fact the beginning of the establishment of
the AEC as a key setting that would help create a school-wide context for
improving academic achievement. Jessie’s leadership throughout the meet-
ing was an important factor, as the observer later commented:

Throughout the meeting I was very impressed with Jessie’s leadership
skills. On two occasions [she] fielded the challenges like a pro. I do
feel that Jessie’s aside—and my quotes don’t do justice to her perfor-
mance—about her concern for those who don’t know basic skills was
important in reminding them of the school’s main goal. Also, Jessie
never once took any of their challenges personally. She didn’t inter-
rupt [one teacher] or question [another]. She agreed with them and
let them go on at length, and then brought the meeting back to its
main purpose (emphasis added).

Jessie’s journal entry from that day largely confirms the observer’s
fieldnotes. Most important, her account also chronicles the differing reactions
to what she had proposed and her attempts to keep the discussion moving
forward, focused on the central notion of establishing specific goals and
expectations for each grade level. Jessie expresses gratitude and surprise at
expressions of support:

I felt very fortunate that the kindergarten team had discussed lan-
guage arts and math objectives for kindergarten students prior to this
meeting. Karen mentioned how valuable she thought they were, how
the team really thought they were great, and how they had already
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started looking them over. They were planning to organize them so
they would know what should be taught each quarter.

Jessie also shows determination to keep the topic alive in the face of
skepticism:

Nancy spoke up and asked, “Who’s idea is this? If it is so important
it seems the district would already have some instructional standards.
Don’t we have some?” I reminded the group that this was a recom-
mendation from the review team when they visited our program last
spring.

(Jessie’s journal, October 8, 1990)

What Are Jessie’s Motives?

The issues brought up at the meeting were thorny enough: Why are we doing
this? We’ve tried it before and it doesn’t work. The children who cannot
achieve should be retained. Who is going to make sure teachers are held
accountable? So we formulate grade-level goals and expectations; then what?

There was also an unspoken issue at work: What are Jessie’s motives?
None of the teachers interviewed in the weeks following the meeting said
they believed Jessie was undertaking this initiative to improve achievement
at the school. Some believed it was related to the earlier Program Review,
which found that the school was lacking any explicit academic goals for stu-
dents. One teacher thought Jessie was doing this for her dissertation. She said
Jessie was simply using the Program Review as a cover, because the teachers
would have to accept it. It was striking how none of the teachers believed
Jessie was motivated by a real desire to improve student achievement.

The following excerpts from fieldnotes following interviews with four
teachers (conducted by the observer at the meeting) provide a glimpse into
their thoughts and reactions about the first AEC meeting. They make clear
the range of assumptions, questions, and doubts that teachers bring with them
when a “school improvement” plan is proposed:

(Teacher 1): “I think [the expectations] are very challenging. I hope
they can be achieved. If only three fourths of the classes meet these
goals that will be great—if that can happen.”

Asked why she thought the principal was undertaking this effort,
she said, “It’s for her dissertation—this project will be her disserta-
tion.” She thought Jessie probably used that “program review
argument” because she felt the teachers would buy that rationale
more than anything she said she believed in. “Because she’s not a kid
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person; she doesn’t really relate to them. If she told me she was really
concerned about the kids, well, I wouldn’t believe her.”

As for herself, “I’m doing this for the kids. That’s the only
reason I do anything except when the district says I have to.”

(October 23, 1990)

(Teacher 2): Her objections are based primarily on her experiences in
Los Angeles schools. In Los Angeles they never found nor were given
any evidence that the kids’ achievement improved. All she observed
was that the teachers had more testing to do, of small, specific goals,
little sub-goals. They had to spend a lot of time teaching so the kids
could pass these major tests of little sub-goals. That meant they spent
less time teaching other concepts.

[She] said she thought Jessie only put this committee in place
because the Program Review people need to see goals written down.
She said that when the Program Review people from the state were
here last year they didn’t see any of the good things they are doing at
the school. They just said the school didn’t have goals and therefore
didn’t pass muster.

She said the principal really has no idea what’s going on in
classrooms. She said some people feel that’s good, great, no one’s
observing them. But she interprets this as, “She really doesn’t care
what I’m doing or whether I’m doing anything at all.” [She] thinks
that if the principal really cared she’d find out what’s going on in the
classrooms.

(November 1, 1990)

(Teacher 3): She explained the meeting really carried two purposes:
To remind teachers of the Program Review and the importance of
having goals in place and putting on a good show for the people who
conducted the review. That was the number one objective of the
meeting. The second objective was to put the Academic Expectations
Committee in place. The first purpose carried the most weight; this
was Jessie’s main concern because she wants to look good.

[This teacher] said she truly believes the committee can be a
vehicle for change, and she’s going to actively support it. But she
doesn’t see much hope for its success because there’s no built-in
accountability. She is convinced teachers won’t do what they are
supposed to do unless they are made accountable for doing so, that
is, unless Jessie comes around and checks up on them.

(November 5, 1990)
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(Teacher 4): When asked if the Academic Expectations Committee
could help solve [the] problem [of poor academic achievement at the
school], [she] was very uncertain. It might not do any harm, she said,
but she wasn’t at all sure it would do any good. She had introduced
academic expectations very briefly at her grade-level team meeting,
and the teachers were up in arms. They were pretty much against it,
because they saw it as extra work, they didn’t see how it would
produce results, and they didn’t think it was possible to make the
students achieve the expectations. “They kept asking me, ‘What? Are
these for an ideal class? How are we supposed to do this?’ And they
reminded me about events which occurred last year, when one of
them went to Jessie and said, ‘I can’t teach five books in a year,’ and
Jessie replied icily, ‘You’ll just have to’. Basically, they dug in their
heels and said, ‘We’ll have none of this.’”

(November 11, 1990)

The above excerpts show the complexity and murkiness of the path Jessie
had chosen. Even leaving aside the obvious technical issues of how to for-
mulate good, meaningful goals and how these goals were to be accomplished
with all or nearly all students (and issue not even touched upon), there were
formidable roadblocks and obstacles. The cynicism, distrust, and skepticism
is notable. The teachers inferred Jessie had a blatantly self-serving agenda,
either to complete her dissertation or to look good before the Program Review
Committee. It is certainly true that Jessie’s dissertation and the Program
Review Committee’s report were important factors that helped propel this
project. But it is remarkable how resoundingly the teachers seemed to dis-
miss the possibility that Jessie was even at least partly motivated by a desire
to improve achievement at the school. This deep suspicion of motives hov-
ered over the proceedings. Although to my knowledge it was never overt
(except probably in discussions or comments among teachers) and I did not
track it over time, my guess is that it lingered at least until teachers started
to feel that this was a serious and meaningful effort and we started getting
clear evidence that things were improving.

Moreover, in the beginning there was more than a little skepticism about
whether this would amount to anything. To be fair, the skeptics had history
on their side. All four teachers quoted above were to one degree or another
dubious, each for different reasons. The first teacher thought the goals were
very “challenging.” She hoped they could be achieved, but made it clear that
her expectations were not very high. The last teacher was skeptical because
she did not trust that her colleagues would be held accountable to the goals
being discussed. Another teacher was skeptical because of her previous ex-
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perience with a suspiciously similar-sounding scheme that only led to fre-
quent testing of large sets of skills but no meaningful improvement. She feared
a return to behavioral objectives, much the rage in the 1970s and early 1980s.
Behavioral objectives had fallen into disfavor as disappointing results started
to roll in. In an L.A. Times article just a few years before, Savage (1985)
reported:

A decade-long effort by the nation’s schools to teach reading through hundreds
of tiny “subskills” appears to be going the way of new math and television in
the classroom. Last month, after an outside study found that two-thirds of its
ninth-graders were reading at “an appalling, low level,” the Chicago school sys-
tem scrapped its highly touted program that broke reading into 290 separate
skills . . . In Chicago and elsewhere, teachers complained that they were burdened
with all of the paper work of certifying who had mastered what. (p. 1)

This teacher wondered whether Jessie’s plan signalled a return to this
scenario.

UPS, DOWNS, AND FINALLY UPS

Such were the tenuous beginnings of the AEC. Nonetheless, in the ensuing
year and a half, the committee developed a set of grade-level goals and ex-
pectations in the language arts, for children learning in either Spanish or
English, from grades K to 5. For the remainder of the 1990–91 school year,
the AEC met approximately once a month to discuss the evolving goals and
expectations. Jessie kept the goal-setting agenda on the table, despite the
potentially derailing issues. She continually sounded the theme that what we
wanted were solid and meaningful language-arts goals, grade by grade. In
the spring we applied for and received a small planning grant from the Cali-
fornia State Department of Education to help with our change efforts. The
grant permitted daylong monthly AEC meetings the following year. I facili-
tated these meetings. Jessie and I planned them together, and Jessie always
attended and played a key role. I also played a leading role in helping shape
the grade-level goals and expectations. Emerging drafts of the goals were
shared with the school’s leadership team and with all the grade levels. Every
teacher at the school had an opportunity to engage in the school-wide con-
versation centered on what we wanted students to know and be able to do
in the language arts, grade by grade. By the end of the 1991–92 school year,
we had a school-wide set of goals and expectations. We had them translated
into Spanish, using grant funds.

In formulating these goals, we attempted to construct an appropriate
balance among the skills, knowledge, and understandings necessary to pro-
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mote academic development for students, whether they were receiving in-
struction in English or Spanish. Generally, the goals reflected the develop-
mental nature of learning: Children acquire increased knowledge and skills
as they progress through the grades, but in addition, the understandings they
develop change qualitatively and grow in complexity and sophistication.
Kindergartners, for example, were expected to be able to read or “pseudo-
read” at least a half-dozen favorite story or picture books, know the letters
and sounds of the alphabet, hear sounds in words, begin making rudimentary
attempts to write, and ask and answer questions about favorite children’s books.
By fifth grade, students should understand, appreciate, and be able to discuss
works from different literary genres; read for pleasure a range of books and
other materials; have extensive reading vocabularies, particularly in areas of
personal interest; compose (drafting and redrafting as needed) original stories
with conflicts and resolutions; and keep daily journals to record personal ex-
periences. Such “benchmarks” have now become fairly common in professional
publications aimed at helping teachers and the public understand how literacy
development progresses (e.g., Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

Early the following year, Jessie and I met with two parents to solicit their
responses to the idea of goals and expectations for each grade. Both parents—
one an English speaker, the other Spanish-speaking—were enthusiastic. One
suggested putting the highlights on an overhead projector and showing them
at back-to-school night. She also said she thought that up to now the school’s
“standards are a lot lower” than they should be and that we “really need to
push our children.” She saw these expectations as going in exactly the right
direction. Both urged Jessie to formulate “parent-friendly” versions and dis-
tribute them to parents. We followed both of her suggestions at Back to School
Night the following month. (See Chapter 7 for more on parents.)

It is impossible to capture fully the ins and outs, ups and downs, uncer-
tainties, ambiguities, and challenges of this 2-year process in which we set
explicit goals and expectations for student achievement. There were times it
seemed the entire project would disintegrate. At a grade level meeting in
October 1990, for example, most of the teachers felt that the goals and ex-
pectations were “too high.” One of the teachers went to talk to Jessie to tell
her there was no way they could get the students through the five reading
books that would constitute being “on grade level.” According to this teacher,
Jessie “glared” but offered no constructive response. The following day this
teacher left a note on Jessie’s desk, resigning from the “professional library
committee.” Jessie took this very personally and told me that she felt she
had been given a slap in the face.

In late January 1991, Jessie felt frustrated and anxious, as two of her
stalwarts (kindergarten teachers very supportive of the entire plan) appeared
ready to abandon the goals and expectations project. They, in turn, were
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feeling anxious about a number of things—such as getting through the kin-
dergarten reading curriculum so that children would start first grade on grade
level, the upcoming maternity leave of one of the teachers, and the Writing
to Read labs starting in February. Whereas these two teachers had been in
the vanguard, they were now saying that perhaps what we were trying to do
was not realistic, maybe they could do 50% of it, et cetera. Jessie managed
to keep the focus at the meeting by saying, “OK, you don’t like these par-
ticular goals, what goals should we have for our K students?” While she
worked to keep the idea on the table, rather than dismissing the whole en-
terprise because a particular version might be unworkable, she also expressed
such frustration over how hard it is to know whether any progress is being
made. One step forward, two (or three) back.

A meeting she had with the superintendent in the spring of 1991 added
to the general sense of discouragement. Jessie told me he did not oppose her
efforts, but he did not provide any positive support. Jessie showed him the
conceptual framework guiding our change efforts (the School Change Model)
and told him that her dissertation advisor thought it was great. He blankly
asked what made her think so. I could only commiserate and tell Jessie that
it’s going to be tough whenever you go off the beaten path. Yes, she said, it’s
tough and “it’s going to get worse” as our expectations take shape and teach-
ers begin to reflect on what they are going to mean for them. I agreed. Jessie
told me that if it weren’t for me, she most likely would not continue with
this project. It was a discouraging moment.

Even positive developments had undertows that threatened to suck the
life out of the project. The instructional specialists had begun to work in
classrooms in order to provide teachers with additional instructional assis-
tance (element 3 in the change model, “Assistance from capable others”) and
help teachers work toward higher levels of achievement. A key strategy was
to have the instructional specialist go into classrooms and help teachers ex-
plicitly address and help students accomplish the grade-level goals and ex-
pectations. It is difficult to imagine how this could be seen in a negative light;
yet some teachers were skeptical. Why are the specialists doing this? What’s
all this about teaching lessons and working with us in our classrooms? Typi-
cally the specialists counted and distributed textbooks and other materials;
teachers did not know what to make of their new role.

Even once this new role for the specialists became accepted and appre-
ciated, it was not without pitfalls. One of the specialists was apparently con-
ducting successful lessons in a fifth-grade classroom, and the teacher was
seeing possibilities he had not imagined before. But the specialist complained
to her colleague that she was feeling “overwhelmed.” Her lessons required
considerable preparation time, and there was some feeling that this was simply
impossible to sustain, because of course she still was supposed to count and
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distribute textbooks and other materials.
The issues that came up during the first AEC meeting and that continued

to dog us through every step of the way indicate how difficult an initiative
such as this can be to launch. The skepticism and cynicism; the distrust and
perceptions of narrow self-serving motives; the sense of futility over whether
“these kids” can accomplish at higher levels or whether anything can really
change for the better; combined with personality clashes, insecurities, and
simple inability to engage colleagues in productive discussions and disagree-
ments over substantive matters create what sometimes seem to be impenetrable
and intractable thickets. Add to this the pervasive feelings of being overwhelmed
(we called this the “O-factor”), and you have a scenario for yet another failed
reform effort. I will return to some of these themes in Chapter 9.

Yet despite the potentially derailing issues evoked by the first AEC
meeting and cropping up seemingly at every turn, the goal-setting process
turned out to be successful. The AEC setting, moreover, became instrumen-
tal in spearheading this effort. At our daylong AEC meetings in 1991–92 we
began to see genuine interest and enthusiasm over what we were trying to
do. Even veteran teachers (although by no means all) were beginning to con-
sider that perhaps this was a productive path we were taking. Here is an
excerpt from notes I took following an October AEC meeting, a year after
the original AEC meeting in October 1991:

Perhaps the most encouraging thing today came from Ginger. I don’t
remember what prompted this from her, but at one point she said,
“I’ve been teaching a long time, not just here, but in L. A. and Sacra-
mento, and I’ve never had something like this,” and she held up the
grade-level expectations that had been put in their boxes the week
before. This, she thought, should help you teach. It “will help you pick
and choose” among a very broad range of activities, lessons, materials
that can sometimes be overwhelming. Perhaps most important, she
said—and others seemed to concur—it will help you “focus.”

The AEC was now on board and helping navigate the ship. The effects,
surprisingly enough, were uniformly positive, as quotes collected by Jan
Hamann and Bill Saunders (Saunders, 1995) in 1992 and 1993 suggest:

At first the teachers said, how is this possible? Our kids can’t do this.
Now teachers are saying if the kids [come] on grade level they can
meet these goals. At first I was skeptical and worried, but now I think
these expectations give us the opportunity to shoot for more. Now
teachers who were afraid of this are willing to work together.

(Hamann fieldnotes)
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Q: Do you think that your expectations have increased over the last
few years?

Teacher 1: I think so. Of course I always held high expectations, but
I think even higher [now]. No, they’re maybe not . . . they’re
more specific.

Teacher 2: That’s what I would say. They’re more specific.
Teacher 1: They’re more specific. Yeah. Because we all have them.

(Saunders, 1995)

I think [the] teachers have changed since we’ve worked on AEC and
the Restructuring Grant. There’s not so much griping about kids as
there was several years ago. We’re talking about the grant, and about
kids and what they can do and what they need, in a more meaningful
way than before.

(Hamann fieldnotes)

The [goals and expectations] help me. They give me a clear idea of
what’s expected of the kids. They’re very useful reference, especially
now as we get toward the end of the year. Before, we got them
through the books, we did nontraditional curricular things: core
literature, the writing process and things. But now we have a definite
list, a definite set of goals that we can work to try to accomplish.

(Hamann fieldnotes)

In producing the goals and expectations, the AEC had laid a founda-
tion for promoting productive change in teaching and learning at Freeman.
The following chapters describe how we built on that foundation.
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School Settings for Teacher

and Student Learning

You cannot create and sustain a context of productive learning for

others unless that kind of context exists for you.

(Sarason, 1996, p. 383)

It’s like one big classroom instead of one big school.

(Freeman teacher, in Sullivan, 1994, p. 1)
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THE MODEL DESCRIBED in the last chapter guided what Jessie and I
talked and thought about as we worked toward improving achievement

school-wide: setting goals, developing indicators, providing assistance, and
providing leadership. We knew that no single one of these elements alone
would turn a school around. Goals are important, but they are not accom-
plished simply by announcing them—even if everyone agrees on them. You
must have some way of gauging whether they are being accomplished; and
you must provide assistance and leadership. Assistance and leadership are
by themselves insufficient if you’re not assisting and leading toward some-
thing meaningful that is generally understood and valued. All four “change
elements” are necessary to create a dynamic leading to improvement; no one
or two or three are sufficient.

The other thing you need—and in retrospect what I think was unique
about this project—is to establish concrete, tangible, and stable settings at
the school, such as the Academic Expectations Committee (AEC), that pro-
duce changes in how people talk, think, and what they actually do, both in
and out of the classroom. You need ongoing, consistent, and dependable
opportunities for people to come together and develop a shared understand-
ing of what they’re trying to accomplish and how to go about accomplish-
ing it. These “settings for change,” as I suggested in the previous chapter,
were critical; it was in the settings as a whole that you could see the model in
operation. These were settings for school improvement, but they were also
settings for learning. In truth, you cannot have one without the other.
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The AEC (discussed in the previous chapter), which then turned into
the AAC (featured in Chapters 6 and 8), was certainly a key setting. But there
were others. No less than the model guiding us, these settings help explain
the changes and improvements at Freeman:

• My meetings with Jessie to identify issues, plan strategies, fold in
ongoing developments to our change efforts; weekly or as needed.

• Teacher workgroups in various areas (writing, thematic teaching,
instructional conversation, cooperative learning, kindergarten, par-
ent involvement, new teachers) to allow teachers to meet on a regu-
lar basis to discuss instruction, curriculum, or any relevant aspect of
the school program; weekly or three times a month.

• School-wide faculty meetings where we dealt with specific topics and
issues important to the overall change effort; for example, develop-
ing goals and expectations school-wide, reading comprehension, use
of dictation, using writing and other performance assessments, results
of yearly assessments; three to five times per semester.

• Grade-level meetings to allow teachers to discuss and help each other
deal with “nuts-and-bolts” issues related to improving student achieve-
ment at their particular grade level; almost monthly.

• Quarterly conferences, meetings among the principal, instructional
specialist, and teachers at each grade level to discuss individual stu-
dents’ and group progress on the academic goals and expectations;
quarterly.

• Scoring sessions where teachers from Freeman and other schools came
in during the summer to score student papers from the previous year
(teachers were compensated at teacher daily rate); three to five days
immediately after the end of the school year.

• Instructional Leadership Council (ILC), otherwise known as the princi-
pal’s “cabinet”; a school governance committee comprising represen-
tatives from each grade level that met monthly to formulate and advise
the principal on school policies and procedures; monthly.

The primary function of these settings was to promote school-wide
improvements in children’s learning. At the center of all this activity and
all these settings, therefore, was the classroom. This, of course, is the ulti-
mate setting where teaching and learning must take place. The chapter,
fittingly, ends with brief portraits of several classrooms and teachers’ re-
flections of how the other settings at the school affected what they did in
their classes.
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SETTINGS FOR CHANGE AND LEARNING

Schools are complex organizations. We were trying to influence the organi-
zation as a whole and in its many parts so that student and teacher efforts
would galvanize around improving achievement, particularly in the language
arts. A huge issue in all of this was to create some degree of focus and coher-
ence. As I came to realize, we could not assume that what was going on in
one setting would inform what was going on in another. This is the “coher-
ence” issue, which I will take up in the next chapter. In this chapter, I will
simply sketch portraits of what went on in some of the settings that evolved
at Freeman. Some were created specifically for the school improvement
project; others are familiar entities in just about any school. Unfortunately,
space does not permit adequate description and analysis of all of them (the
Instructional Leadership Council is not described at all, although it is men-
tioned in several places).

As a whole, the settings listed above helped transform the climate and
the outlook at the school. They helped build a sense of commitment to a
common set of explicitly identified academic goals. They also helped create
what could be called a group ethos among the faculty and staff, a conscious
sense of “this is what we’re about here”—high levels of academic achieve-
ment. In fact, the school’s reputation in the district changed within 3 years,
which then further reinforced this ethos. The school became a place where
teachers began to talk about students and their learning in ways that simply
did not occur previously. And teachers also saw themselves as innovators,
actively thinking and talking about and working on what went on in their
classrooms and to what effect. All of this—the evolving commitment, the
group ethos, the school-wide talk focusing on student learning1—happened
as a result of what happened in these settings. It is impossible to overesti-
mate, but difficult to communicate, how thoroughly the settings transformed
Freeman as a place for teaching and learning and the improvement of both.
The teacher quoted at the beginning of this chapter stated it very clearly: “It’s
like one big classroom instead of one big school.”

The AEC and the AAC—Charting a Path

The Academic Expectations Committee (AEC), which later became the Aca-
demic Assessment Committee (AAC), was a direct outgrowth of my meet-
ings with Jessie (described in the next section). As I described in detail in the
previous chapter, during the first year of the project (1990–91) Jessie and I
decided that as a first step, we would try to build consensus around a set of
key learning goals for students, grade by grade. We would approach it from
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a very straightforward and common-sense standpoint: What do teachers think
students should know and be able to do by the time they leave each grade?
This is now the familiar mantra of “standards-based reform.” But in 1990,
the only precedent for such an idea was “outcomes-based instruction” or
“behavioral objectives,” which had very unpleasant connotations for many
teachers, as we have seen.

I will not go into any detail here, since the AEC and AAC are treated in
detail in other chapters. The only point to be stressed is that in this setting a
group of teachers (led and assisted by the principal and myself, then joined by
Bill Saunders) provided the leadership to confront directly the questions of what
we want our students to know and be able to do by the end of each grade
(“expectations”), and how will we know whether in fact they know it (“as-
sessments”)? It was really a very logical process. The idea was not just to raise
expectations generally, but concretely to identify what we wanted students to
know and be able to do at each grade. The trick was to do this in a way that
did not, on the one hand, trivialize learning by breaking things down into in-
finitesimally small learning objectives, but on the other hand, also avoided
stating outcomes in terms of vague platitudes that offered no concrete guid-
ance to teachers. This was the challenge the AEC and AAC faced.

Meetings with the Principal—The “Big Picture”

Jessie and I met weekly to focus on our change efforts. Principals—like
everyone else in schools—are so busy with endless day-to-day operational
details that it is very tough for them to stand back and see the big picture.
Principals are indisputably on the firing line. Research going back at least
25 years points to the importance of principal leadership in running an ef-
fective school. If a school does not measure up, the principal is immediately
called to task.

An article in the Los Angeles Times described the challenges. “Tradi-
tionally, educators sought to become principals because they could put their
stamp on a school. They could shape the school’s educational approach,”
the article reports (Richardson, 1999, p. A1). But the reality today is far dif-
ferent. The article quotes the resignation letter of a principal who decided to
return to the classroom: “I’ve learned more about plumbing, electricity, roofs,
blacktop, goats, rodents, rattlesnakes, mold, skateboards, water beetles, ero-
sion processes, sinkholes, drainage patterns, and ceiling tiles than I ever
wanted to know.”

The list of things principals must worry about is nearly infinite, as I
described in Chapter 3. Principals are admonished to be “instructional lead-
ers,” charting a path toward educational excellence; they are told to act more
as head teachers than chief administrators. But they are increasingly asking,
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“When, exactly, am I supposed to be an instructional leader when I am forced
to deal with all this other?”

In my meetings with Jessie, I tried to help her focus on the important
curricular and instructional issues required to improve achievement at the
school. We started meeting regularly before the project actually began, and
these meetings helped set the stage for much of what followed. We designed
a strategy for trying to build school-wide commitment for learning goals,
figured out ways to create opportunities for teachers to discuss student
progress, planned agendas for the Academic Expectations/Assessment Com-
mittees, considered teacher workgroups to initiate or sustain important topics
for faculty in-services, and dealt with upcoming matters such as state reviews.
Our meetings also supported Jessie’s own doctoral work and helped give rise
to the four elements in the School Change Model—goals, indicators, assis-
tance, and leadership.

In these meetings we tried to see the “big picture” at the school, how so
many of the details and issues that came up were linked, ultimately, to stu-
dent achievement. Early in the project, for example, Jessie became frustrated
that our plan to improve achievement by first establishing school-wide goals
and indicators was being upstaged by other, more operational, issues. First,
teachers were unhappy about the superintendent’s elimination of “early bird”
and “late bird” reading, where students in some reading groups came an hour
early for reading, then left an hour early to go home; students in the other
groups arrived at school an hour later, then stayed for reading after the others
had left. Teachers liked this plan, particularly when they had some children
learning to read in English and others learning in Spanish; they were unhappy
that the superintendent canceled it.

Then there were impending cuts in aide time. California’s recession in
the early 1990s led to dramatic cuts, and among the first casualties was aide
time. No matter that classroom aides have not been found to make a differ-
ence in student achievement (Slavin, Karweit, & Wasik, 1994). Teachers faced
what to them was the double blow of losing split reading (early/late bird)
and big chunks of aide support.

Then there were Writing to Read labs. At the superintendent’s insistence,
these were to become permanent fixtures at all schools in the district. Teachers
saw the labs as potentially positive (and indeed, my own evaluations over
the next several years suggested that they helped improve early literacy at-
tainment in the district), but here was yet another layer of logistical com-
plexity. All first-grade classes were to go for an hour per day, and teachers
had to find a way to fit the labs into their schedules.

Teachers were unhappy about all of these and complained to Jessie. But
instead of treating these as different facets of one underlying challenge—how
to organize time and resources to maximize focus on student achievement—
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they were being treated as separate issues to be tackled individually. In our
meetings, Jessie and I laid out the various constraints within which we had
to maneuver and the possibilities that were available; and we designed sev-
eral options. We presented these options to the Instructional Leadership
Council (ILC), which agreed upon an option that seemed most workable and
recommended it to the rest of the faculty. The option was accepted, and we
were able to move on. These issues could have bogged down all of our school
improvement efforts and created so much frustration and dissatisfaction that
we would never have recovered. Fortunately, in our regular meetings, Jessie
and I had a reliable setting where I could help her work through some of the
thickets that must be disentangled if we were ever to make any progress on
improving student achievement.

Teacher Workgroups—“Uncommon Professional Development”

Teacher workgroups were among the most successful aspects of the project,
certainly from the teachers’ standpoint (Powell, 1998). Workgroups gave
teachers the opportunity to meet weekly or three times per month with col-
leagues and learn about specific instructional or curricular topics of interest
to them and relevant to the overall change efforts. One afternoon per week,
teachers had nearly an hour of release time, and they were encouraged to
stay between half an hour and a full hour after their contract time to con-
tinue working in their workgroup.

The first workgroup began in the first year of the project, 1990–91. I
led a group of teachers interested in learning how to do “instructional con-
versations” (IC) (Goldenberg, 1992–93), a discussion-type of lesson where
the teacher works with students to help them understand reading material
and learn key concepts in texts they are reading. Six teachers signed up to
meet with me once a week that first year. We discussed the IC model and
planned lessons. I then videotaped the teachers in the classroom, and we
discussed the lessons in subsequent meetings. Occasionally I would teach and
tape a lesson, too.

The following year, the mentor teacher at the school (with Jessie’s
prompting), began her own workgroup on the topic of integrated/thematic
teaching. Next, Bill started a writing group, which then turned into two
workgroups (beginning and advanced) and finally became language arts
groups. Other teachers formed a math workgroup and a cooperative learn-
ing workgroup. Eventually, we had about half a dozen workgroups and each
teacher at the school was involved in at least one. By the 4th year, most of the
workgroups were chaired by teachers themselves. These workgroups were really
unique opportunities for teachers to meet with colleagues and with someone
who had some knowledge or experience in some area of interest to them.
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Teachers were nearly unanimous in saying that the workgroups helped
create a much more satisfying professional climate at the school, again helping
to create a shared commitment to improving achievement and a school-wide
ethos conducive to higher levels of learning. Powell (1998), after observing in
several workgroups and interviewing 18 teachers about their various work-
group experiences over time, commented:

Teacher workgroups at Freeman offered an uncommon professional develop-
ment opportunity to teachers. The scheduled workgroup meetings held a place,
in an otherwise hectic school day, that was designated time for teachers to focus
mind and energy on improving their practice. (Powell, 1998, p. 47)

One teacher told me the following about her integrated/thematic teach-
ing workgroup:

It’s so motivating to work together, to have the time to work to-
gether. I get renewed excitement about it instead of just on my own.
Plus the minute I hear [somebody] say something about what they’ve
done that gets me going either in the same direction or even a little
bit different one. It’s something that keeps the ball rolling and rolling
and rolling. To have the time to do it together is the nicest thing
that’s ever happened in my teaching career. To have time where I
know now I’m working on this with my colleagues.

When Powell (1998) asked the teachers to reflect on their workgroup
experiences as a whole, almost without exception, teachers attested to how
important they were. Even teachers who were skeptical or reluctant to engage
in the sorts of changes we were discussing in classrooms and across the school
were able to make headway:

[One teacher] was really kind of negative. Really, really, really, really nega-
tive. The glass is half empty, you know . . . And talking as a group with the
people and giving that encouragement, “You can do it,” and then doing it and
watching how the kids responded. And sometimes it wasn’t that good, and
sometimes it didn’t work. And then watching [her] again trying it a different
way and seeing how positive [it was], with the kids getting the comprehen-
sion. . . . And seeing that approach work, that allowed people to really buy
into it . . . So, I saw teachers really excited about that. (Powell, 1998, p. 59)

In an anonymous survey conducted in May 1994, an overwhelming
majority of teachers expressed the belief that the workgroups:

1. contribute to the larger improvement efforts at the school (73%)
2. enhance professional relationships among teachers (79%)
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3. produce high-quality interactions among participants (93%)
4. contain high-quality content during meetings (90%)
5. have had a positive effect on classroom teaching (90%)

(Numbers in parentheses are percentage of teachers answering 4
or 5 on 5-point scale, where 1 = lowest evaluation and 5 = highest
evaluation.)

Not all workgroups were equally effective, however. A study I conducted
with Anne Powell and Laurette Cano of three contrasting workgroups showed
that teachers rated their workgroups as differentially effective (Powell,
Goldenberg, & Cano, 1995). The most effective was seen as completely sub-
stantive and having a pronounced impact on reform efforts at the school and
on teachers’ own classrooms. This workgroup also made best use of avail-
able time and had the best attendance and participation. The least effective
workgroup was perceived by teachers as having less of an impact on the
school and in teachers’ classrooms; it also used far less of the available
meeting time, approximately 50%. Three factors seemed to explain differ-
ences in workgroup effectiveness (as gauged by observer judgments, teachers’
own ratings, and time utilization):

1. Clear and understood group and individual goals.
2. An explicit focus on student work.
3. Leadership that provides substantive knowledge and facilitates goal

attainment.

Workgroups with these characteristics provided more satisfying and
substantive learning opportunities for teachers than workgroups that lacked
one or more of these features.

Faculty Meetings—Beyond Operational Matters

Faculty meetings are familiar beasts in schools. But almost invariably, fac-
ulty meetings are used for administrative and organizational purposes—stu-
dent attendance, district policies, disaster drill procedures, grading, upcoming
testing, recess schedules, social committee reports, and on and on—not for
substantive efforts focused on improving student outcomes. At Freeman we
of course could not escape the operational role faculty meetings must, to some
extent, play. But Jessie tried to put as many operational matters as she could
in bulletins or otherwise communicate them without taking up precious
meeting time. As a result, we were fairly successful in using faculty meetings
for a number of project-related purposes. For example:
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Information sessions and workshops that provided professional infor-
mation or taught skills and strategies directly related to the goals and expec-
tations. We had workshops on topics such as parent involvement, including
the use of homework; reading comprehension strategies; teaching writing as
a process; using dictation as an instructional technique; and analyzing, scor-
ing, and interpreting student work. All of these were tied in some way to the
larger improvement efforts at the school.

Jessie also used the faculty meetings at key points to provide important
information and elicit faculty discussion. A good example is the faculty
meeting she held at the end of the 1990–91 school year, after the AEC had
formulated tentative goals and had met with the Instructional Leadership
Council to begin securing faculty-wide support. At this meeting Jessie gave
an overview of what she wanted to accomplish and why. She gave some of
the background to the effort she had initiated the previous fall and asked
that teachers break into grade-level teams to discuss the emerging goals.

Sharing accomplishments and celebrating progress was another impor-
tant function of the faculty meetings. Every spring the principal would do a
state of the school presentation where she presented data related to indica-
tors of student progress. The various groups and committees would also
report what they had done over the year. The workgroups, the AEC/AAC,
any individual or group engaged in activities contributing to larger school-
wide efforts to improve teaching and learning would make brief presenta-
tions and provide examples of products they had created. Typically, these
were uplifting and inspirational meetings that reminded people of the larger
efforts going on school-wide.

We also celebrated successful completion of externally required tasks
or reviews. For example, one year Freeman underwent a “Program Quality
Review” (PQR) from the State Department of Education. This was a time-
and energy-consuming process whereby a review team would visit the school
for several days to examine documents, interview people, and make judg-
ments about the school program’s quality. These sorts of reviews are often
very disruptive, and they drain attention from what else might be going on
at the school. At Freeman, we managed (thanks in large part to Bill Saunders
and Char Adams, one of the school’s instructional specialists) to turn the
PQR into a meaningful exercise. Since the PQR required gathering evidence
that we were doing regular performance assessments of student progress, it
became the impetus for implementing regular (three times per year) collec-
tions of student writing throughout the school. Based on writing prompts
developed by Bill and the Academic Assessment Committee, teachers col-
lected samples of student work, which were then scored and analyzed at
grade-level meetings. This fit in perfectly with the “indicators” element of
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our School Change Model. Once the PQR was over, we celebrated in a fac-
ulty meeting a very positive review and the fact that our school improve-
ment efforts had been given a substantial boost. Not only did the PQR not
derail our efforts; it actually helped us move ahead.

Reporting of spring assessment results was perhaps the most unique thing
we did with faculty meetings. In the 3rd year of the project we started hav-
ing, at the beginning of each school year, a meeting with the entire faculty
where we presented the results of school-wide assessments that had been
conducted the previous spring. As described in Chapter 2, teachers could see,
in black and white, how students were doing in relation to school-wide goals
and expectations. This was extremely meaningful and important, a critical
opportunity to analyze and discuss how each grade level had done the previ-
ous year on assessments tied directly to grade-level goals. Immediately fol-
lowing the presentation of results, teachers would meet in grade-level teams,
go over their results in detail, then plan areas of instructional focus for the
year. This sort of activity is so logical and so necessary for school improve-
ment that one might be forgiven for thinking it is a normal and regular part
of what schools do. It is, unfortunately, nothing of the sort.

All of these faculty meetings—the information sessions and workshops,
the celebrations, the reports of spring assessment results—had the same
subtext: We are working on something in common here; we have a coher-
ent, school-wide effort to improve teaching and learning for our students.
Many efforts on many levels are necessary if we are to accomplish these goals.
These meetings thus had a symbolic, no less than substantive, role.

Grade Levels—“We never had meetings where

we talked to each other”

Grade-level meetings are also familiar creatures in schools. Teachers at each
grade level (or in secondary schools, academic department) will often meet
to discuss issues of common concern. But as with faculty meetings, rarely
are grade-level meetings well used. Sometimes the time is spent on what teach-
ers themselves politely refer to as “gripe sessions”—complaints about pro-
grams or policies; or about administrators, students, or parents; or about the
stress and strains of teaching in general. When issues are discussed, they tend
to be operational, such as how and when to fill out report cards or cumula-
tive records; how to schedule lunch, recess, P.E., or computer labs; ordering
textbooks, library books, and other materials; planning assemblies or field
trips; ordering playground equipment; social committee dues and activities;
fire and other emergency drills. These are worthwhile matters certainly, but
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noticeably absent is any focused and sustained attention to matters of in-
struction, curriculum, and student achievement. What are we trying to ac-
complish with students at our grade level? How are we trying to accomplish
it? Is what we are doing working? How do we know if it is working? These
vital questions are always eclipsed by operational matters dealing with sched-
ules, materials, and the like.

I have never done or read a study documenting what typically goes on
in meetings such as these, but my guess is that it would be extremely un-
usual to find even an awareness that issues such as “What are we trying to
accomplish with students?” and “How do we know if we are accomplishing
it?” should be part of the conversation, much less that these topics are ad-
dressed regularly and systematically. (See Darling-Hammond, 1997; Stigler
& Hiebert, 1999; Stigler & Stevenson, 1991, who provide visions of what
“should” go on when teachers meet in professional settings such as grade-
level meetings but almost certainly does not.) At Freeman, monthly grade-
level meetings were vital to the overall success of the project. AEC and AAC
representatives explicitly engaged grade-level colleagues in detailed discus-
sions about expectations (“What are we trying to help students learn at this
grade level?”) and gauging progress (“How do we know if we’re being suc-
cessful?”) at that particular grade level.

In 1993 we got permission from the district to have an early dismissal
approximately once a month (by adding a few minutes to the regular school
day) so we could hold grade-level meetings to talk about explicit academic
issues related to the school-wide improvement efforts. Even here, it was
always a struggle to preserve a substantial portion of the time to discuss-
ing expectations or assessments. Other matters always competed for time
and attention—disaster drill instructions, procedural changes, policy an-
nouncements, social and library committees, book requisition procedures,
announcements of various types, and so forth. The list of things that core
instructional matters always seem to be competing with is endless. It was
not a simple and straightforward matter to get instructional topics on the
grade-levels’ agendas and have them addressed substantively by members
of the grade-level team. The next chapter goes into greater detail on this
issue.

One vital development in the grade-level meetings, which grew directly
from the work the Academic Assessment Committee was doing, and which
is described in the following chapter, was that teachers began to bring samples
of student work to discuss and analyze in relation to the academic goals we
had established. Teachers were actually sharing and talking about the work
students were doing and how to improve it. This type of discussion literally
transformed the discourse of grade-level meetings. As one teacher said in the
spring of 1993:
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We never had grade-level meetings where we had to talk to each other
and see what was going on and where everyone was. I remember
[when I first started at this school] having to go from room to room
and asking what page [others] were on because I had no idea if I was
on track or off track or things like that. Whereas now . . . with [the
principal’s] leadership it’s kind of a given that there’s more communi-
cation within the staff, especially within the grade levels, as it pertains
to the goals and just communication in general. It’s really good.

This transformation didn’t happen spontaneously. And adequate time
and place for such discussions, as important as these are, were insufficient
by themselves. As this teacher’s comment suggests, the emergence of grade-
level meetings as substantive settings required the emergence of explicit aca-
demic goals, assessment strategies, assistance in initiating and maintaining
such discussions, and leadership at different levels at the school. Eventually,
as I will discuss in Chapter 6, the grade levels became settings for teacher
learning directly tied to helping teachers reach academic goals with their
students.

Quarterly Conferences Redux

The quarterly conferences provided a setting that in some ways is the most
fascinating and provides greatest insight into how far Freeman had come from
Jessie’s first faltering attempts to improve teaching and learning. The first
quarterly “pacing conferences” (see Chapter 3) were not very successful.
Neither the specialists (whom Jessie asked to conduct them) nor the teachers
(who were required to attend) liked them, nor did they like the positions the
conferences put them in. As the specialists had made clear, they felt they were
being asked to police their colleagues; the teachers felt put-upon because they
were required to report the progress of groups of students. As Jessie came to
realize, there was no context for these conferences, no reason that teachers
or specialists could see for them. They were artificially imposed and man-
dated. They did not work, and they did not last long.

In contrast, when the quarterly conferences reemerged well into the
project, there was a context for them. They made sense. There were goals
and expectations the school had devised and assessments teachers were using.
The quarterly conferences became another opportunity for teachers to dis-
cuss, this time with the instructional specialist and the principal, how things
were going, whether they were making progress in accomplishing the goals—
which all teachers had had a hand in shaping and articulating—and whether
the assessments were working instructionally in the classrooms. These con-
ferences went from being something everyone just wished would go away to
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one of the settings that helped bring about productive change at the school.
Here is what one teacher commented about the quarterly conferences:

I really think [Jessie] was inspirational in setting these goals, . . .
having these expectations for the teachers to achieve. And then we
have those quarterly meetings where we discuss our progress with
these goals. We just had a meeting about, oh, two weeks ago and we
talked about the progress of our class and it was kind of interesting
because it makes you, the teacher, see whether or not you are accom-
plishing the goals. . . . [You might realize] that you haven’t really
been doing that, you need to start doing [them], . . . just the aware-
ness is there.

This remarkable statement demonstrates how far we had come in cre-
ating a context that would support focused examination by teachers of what
they were doing in their classroom to support student academic development.
Because of this context, the quarterly conferences were seen as an aide to
teachers rather than an imposed mandate. Perhaps no single other statement,
when contrasted with what had happened when Jessie attempted to insti-
tute quarterly conferences a few years before, reveals just how much Free-
man had changed.

Scoring Sessions—Analyzing Student Work

In the second year of the project, 1991–92, I proposed to the Academic
Expectations Committee that we collect a “snapshot” of student work in the
spring in order to gauge where student achievement was in relation to the
grade-level goals we had developed. This was consistent with one of the School
Change Model’s four change elements—indicators that measure success. To
my surprise, no one objected. So beginning in the spring of 1992, random
samples of students from each grade were assessed at Freeman using literacy
assessments developed for this project. Comparable students from around
the district were also assessed, as part of an evaluation of computer labs I
conducted for the district.

Teachers at Freeman and around the district were then paid to come in
for several days, immediately after school ended, to score student papers using
rubrics. Teachers scored the papers without knowing the identity of students,
teachers, or their schools. We used procedures developed by Bill to ensure
reliable (consistent) scoring. Teachers were trained to use rubrics that iden-
tified criteria for judging the quality of student writing. All papers were
double-scored, with neither scorer knowing the score assigned by the other.
In the case of discrepant scores, a third rater chose the “true” score. Thanks
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to the procedures developed by Bill, there was very good agreement among
scorers. Nearly 60% of papers were given the same score by two indepen-
dent scorers; over 90% of the scores were within a point of each other. The
scores assigned to student papers during the scoring sessions then became
the basis for our own analysis of student achievement at Freeman and for
the report we gave to the faculty each fall about Freeman achievement. (See
“Reporting of Spring Assessment Results” in the “Faculty Meetings” sec-
tion above.)

The scoring sessions were also excellent professional development set-
tings. Teachers had several concentrated days where they could focus on
students’ writing and what the writings revealed about children’s develop-
ing literacy skills. Teachers scored independently, but before doing so would
work in pairs or groups discussing student papers and the rubrics. This was
the first time most of the teachers had ever looked so carefully and analyti-
cally at student work, evaluated it based on objective criteria, then discussed
and justified their evaluations to colleagues. These scoring sessions helped
make the grade-level meetings—when teachers were also looking at student
writing and evaluating it in light of specific criteria—more successful.

TEACHING AND LEARNING IN FREEMAN CLASSROOMS

Finally, I will sketch brief portraits of what a visitor might see if she or he
went into some of Freeman’s classrooms. Classrooms are the ultimate set-
tings for learning. They are where the effects of all other efforts must, even-
tually, be felt. I won’t attempt to provide a comprehensive view of classroom
instruction at Freeman. But I do want to offer a glimpse of how they were
influenced by the various other settings at the school that I have just described.

Ms. Martin’s Third-Grade Class

Ms. Martin’s class has been working on reptiles for the past week or so.
Ms. Martin is a participant in the integrated-thematic teaching workgroup.
The room is filled with books, displays, and pictures of reptiles and amphib-
ians. The boards are covered with graphs and other remnants of lessons that
in one way or another will feed into the work students are doing now. In a
few minutes, the class will divide into groups, each of which is working on a
project it will present before the entire class. Before setting the groups loose
to continue their work, however, Ms. Martin discusses with the entire class
the sorts of things they have been finding out about the reptiles they are study-
ing and researching. Students nominate different topics: How they grow, how
they reproduce, what are the life-changes they go through, how they sur-
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vive, where they live, what they eat, how and whether they take care of their
young. The class is then dismissed and students go to their assigned groups.

There is a buzz of activity as children collect materials—books, papers,
pencils, reference materials—go to their work areas, and continue their
ongoing projects. Ms. Martin seeks to help rein in the transition period,
talking to students and encouraging them, some in Spanish and others in
English. Within a few minutes all students are at work in their groups. They
read, write, discuss, take notes on index cards or papers, and make draw-
ings; sometimes they disagree about who should take what book and what
aspect of their animal group they should report on. If nothing else there is
a lot of reading, writing, and talking going on about reptiles, snakes, and
amphibians. Some students have already written lengthy, multipage reports
about some aspect of the animal group they are studying. They either read
these to their groupmates or review and edit on their own. Everyone is busily
engaged.

There is a sense of purposefulness to the class; it seems to run itself, effort-
lessly. But in fact the teacher is a strong although subtle presence. She has
set this up skillfully, with materials at hand and connections to be made
between what students are doing now and what they have learned previously.
Everything seems to assure a smooth flow of activities and work. The teacher
and classroom aide circulate around, checking students’ progress, remind-
ing them of useful concepts or information. For example, when she gets to
one group that is looking at the life span of the reptiles they are studying,
she reminds them, “We’re studying graphs in math. What kind of graph would
you use to show how long they live, how many years they live?” The stu-
dents name different kinds of graphs and diagrams, some more suitable to
the task than others—line graphs, bar graphs, broken line graphs, Venn dia-
grams. The teacher tells them to think about these different graphs and dia-
grams and decide which would be useful to depict reptiles’ life spans. A little
later, one boy in this group starts making a broken line graph. When asked
by an observer what the graph shows, he says, “How long the snakes live
and the reptiles live. We’re gonna put the names of kinds of snakes and lizards
and reptiles. It will show how long the reptiles live.” On the board there is
an example of a broken line graph from a previous lesson.

Asked later how the school-wide goals and expectations fit in with her
thematic teaching units, Ms. Martin says they complement each other. Al-
though she likes teaching thematically, she finds the expectations a useful
way to make sure she is not leaving anything out. Her colleague in the group
agrees: “To an extent I can integrate [the expectations with themes the class
is studying]. I know some people feel you can eliminate the curriculum and
work only based on the theme, but that’s not comfortable for me.” Both
Ms. Martin and her colleague say they love teaching thematically, but they
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make sure students learn skills and content important for their grade level.
This is where the grade-level goals and expectations come in very handy, they
say.

In Mr. Marcelletti’s Fourth-Grade Transition Class

In Mr. Marcelletti’s class, students are going over the use of contractions.
On the overhead projector there is a piece of writing that uses contractions;
the teacher has circled the contractions and shown the two words each con-
traction was made from. Students are working at their desks, reviewing
previous work; the teacher circulates around and offers comments and sug-
gestions about form and word choices.

He then tells students to take out a piece of paper for a dictation. They
have been practicing this passage—an excerpt from a story about a third
grader who has difficulty in school—this week, working on being able to
write it perfectly. Mr. Marcelletti reads the entire passage as students listen.
He then goes back and reads sentence by sentence, pausing for students to
write. Mr. Marcelletti has been doing dictations with students since the fac-
ulty in-service I had done earlier that spring. He says he feels it helps his stu-
dents’ writing and listening. Around the room are students’ writing on a
bulletin board labeled “Words are powerful!” The math and language arts
goals and expectations have been blown up to poster size and displayed on
the wall. Students’ “splatter paintings” are also on the wall. There are sev-
eral computers, and behind them on the bulletin board are student writings.

As his aide works with a small group of students, Mr. Marcelletti, who
participates in the language arts/writing workgroup, does a lesson with the
rest of the class using a graphic organizer to construct summaries for a story.
He guides students to identifying a story’s plot, characters, central conflict,
and resolution. As he discusses each element with students, he fills in the
spaces of the graphic organizer on his overhead—characters, solution, plot,
detail, problem. After several minutes of discussion and questions and an-
swers with students, he takes a stack of graphic organizers such as the one
on the overhead and announces to the class: “I’m going to hand you one of
these, all right? And I want you to fill them out. Now your plot doesn’t have
to look exactly like my plot, as long as you get the main ideas in the story
flowing, you know, in sequence, and you can tell the story in your summa-
ries, that’s fine. I don’t care if it looks exactly like mine or not.” Students
begin working as the teacher circulates, helping and checking students’ work.
The room is mostly quiet as students work individually. Mr. Marcelletti’s
voice can be heard as he interacts with individuals.

As students finish their graphic organizers, they begin writing their story
summaries. Most students seem to be concentrating intently. One drums her
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fingers on the desk as if to help her concentration. She wags her pencil, per-
haps impatient for just the right words. She pauses; erases; continues writ-
ing in neat, legible longhand. Mr. Marcelletti conferences with another
student: “Explain how taking the Monopoly pieces made Pete mad,” he sug-
gests. “In other words, you know, you could take somebody’s Monopoly
pieces, and if they never played Monopoly they’d never know, right?”
“Yeah,” the student replies quietly. “So you need to be a little more detailed
about the story so people will know why you’re including that in your sum-
mary.” He walks away, leaving the student thinking. A few minutes later
she begins writing.

Mrs. Stern’s Second-Grade Bilingual Class

Mrs. Stern is having her students read stories and write summaries and origi-
nal endings. “Remember the story about ‘el pedazo de cartón’ (the piece of
cardboard)?” she asks, as she shows the class a summary of the story she
has written. They discuss the different parts of the summary. She points out
the original ending she had written (“el final que yo escribí”). She then has
children recall a story she was in the middle of reading and what had hap-
pened up to the point when she stopped. At their last assignment, children
were to summarize what had happened so far, then write a plausible ending
for the story. She is now going to go over some of the summaries and end-
ings and have students read theirs to the class.

“¿Qué ha pasado en el cuento hasta ahora? ¿Cómo terminará el cuento?
Escribieron esta parte de sus imaginaciones, ¿verdad?” (What’s happened
up until now in the story? How will it end? You wrote this part from your
imaginations, right?) She then reads summaries written by different children
and points out some of the good features. She then asks individual children
to come to the front of the room and read their original conclusions. Chil-
dren listen attentively (for the most part) and applaud as each classmate fin-
ishes reading. They laugh at funny parts; one child starts laughing as she reads
her conclusion and has to stop for a few seconds since she and the class are
laughing so hard. After she finishes, she and the class laugh, the class ap-
plauds, and she covers her eyes and face, a little embarrassed but clearly proud
of herself for having elicited such mirth.

The teacher then goes over other individual summaries and discusses
strengths and areas of needed improvement. For example, she says that in
one summary the writer “no menciona a Leonore, ni el dinero que [se] le
daba y como se engordó, ¿verdad? Comiendo mucho, mucho, mucho”
(doesn’t mention Leonore, nor the money she was given, and how she got
fat, right? By eating a lot, a lot, a lot). “Y por eso [le] puse un 2” (And that’s
why I gave it a 2), the teacher says, and she briefly goes over the outline of
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a scoring rubric on the board. “La primera parte está muy interesante, muy
interesante,” the teacher continues (the first part is very interesting, very
interesting), but she points out it’s incomplete and the author left out many
important details of the story. Other children come and take turns reading
their story endings. The teacher helps those having difficulty with individual
words. Children listen attentively, frequently laughing at funny or inventive
parts. The teacher comments on one ending that seems unusually sad. The
teacher then finishes reading the story in the book she has been reading so
children can see how the story ends. She and the class discuss their invented
endings and how they compared to what “really” happened in the story.

On the board and walls there are displays of student writing and pointers
for improving writing. There are sample opening sentences; kinds of writ-
ings students are learning (un sumario, un reporte, un cuento original, un
dictado—a summary, a report, an original story, a dictation); a display of
seashells, photographs, and other artifacts for studying about the ocean; and
examples of graphic organizers that parallel those found on display in the
writing group in which Mrs. Stern participates.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS FROM TEACHERS

What teachers said in formal and informal interviews corroborates what
these classroom vignettes suggest—the different settings for teacher learn-
ing at the school influenced what went on in settings for student learning—
the classroom. Perhaps the most general influence was that of the Academic
Expectations and Academic Assessment Committees. Asked if the goals and
expectations influenced what they do as teachers, the universal response
among all teachers asked was yes. Here is a typical answer from a teacher:

Do they influence me as what I do? Yes, yes, definitely. In regards to
teaching, I mean, to know your guidelines it’s very important to
know what direction you’re going in. Yes, absolutely.

The workgroups also made a very substantial impact even for students
in special education, as this teacher notes:

Two writing groups [have] made a major impact in writing. I see that
my [special ed] kids [are] learning and being supported in a new and
different way. And their classroom is writing because their teachers
are learning new techniques, new ways to teach writing. And that’s
directly correlated with the beginning of writing workgroups that
meet once a week. Teachers are supported with what they’re trying
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and what hasn’t worked and what has. There is also one for reading
and written language combination. I know there’s another group
that’s working on theme and integrated teaching which is also the
new push in the state. And I know that’s been very beneficial for
those teachers.

More generally, teachers perceived an enormous qualitative change in
the support they received to introduce innovations into their classrooms.
Commenting on this change, one teacher observed:

I’d say [professional development] is remarkably different [from what
we had before]. A few years ago we had mostly district mandated in-
services, and I guess on the district schedule more or less. Unfortu-
nately they couldn’t be more than two or three times, and it could
have been an introduction [or] getting your feet wet, and [suddenly]
it’s a new part of the curriculum. And then all the in-servicing would
stop. Now with the workgroups teachers have time to work on
whatever their area of emphasis is and it’s something that is directly
pertaining to our goals.

All the work, all the effort, all the time spent in making sure the settings
for teacher learning were up and running and productive was, ultimately,
aimed at influencing children’s learning opportunities. And, in fact, they
seemed to do just that.
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6

Creating Coherence in School

I think a lot of the time it’s like a big amoeba . . . Then things begin to

come into line.

(Freeman teacher, 1992)

92

MOST PEOPLE agree that schools should have focused and generally
understood goals for students (academic and otherwise) and that they

should regularly assess how students are faring with respect to these goals.
These are two key elements of the change model we used at Freeman—goals
that are set and shared and indicators that measure success (see Chapter 4).
They are nothing new and, indeed, have become part of the mantra of school
reform. They seem like so much “common sense” that eyes often glaze over
after the first few seconds.

Virtually any educator will agree that goals, objectives, and regular as-
sessment of student progress or development are important. In fact, in a survey
conducted as part of this project in 1994, the average response among nearly
200 teachers in eight schools to an item asking whether schools should have
explicit goals for students was 4.6 (5 = strongly agree). When asked whether
schools should collect and review student assessment information, the aver-
age response was 4.2, again indicating very strong agreement. Recent sur-
veys involving over 500 teachers in about 20 schools have produced similar
results (Goldenberg, Saunders, & Gallimore, 1999).

However, when asked whether their school had explicit learning goals
for students or regularly assessed whether students were accomplishing goals,
the average agreement ratings in the survey (excluding Freeman teachers)
dropped significantly, to 3.6.1 At Freeman, there was no significant discrep-
ancy between what teachers said schools should do with respect to goals and
assessments and what they reported happens at Freeman. Despite rhetorical
agreement about the importance of developing clear expectations and engag-
ing in regular assessments—not to mention the evidence that they can improve
student learning—it is amazingly difficult for educators in schools to do them
systematically and coherently, which is to say, do them in a way that makes
sense to them and will actually produce tangible results school-wide.
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Why are such seemingly straightforward things so difficult to do? As
with so much in education, it is difficult to understand. Mike Schmoker
(1996), in his useful and insightful book Results, suggests a number of ex-
planations having to do with the cultures and norms of teaching, such as the
fundamental confusion between means and ends in education, an aversion
to data-driven decisions, the endemic isolation of teachers in their own class-
rooms, and the apprehension produced by accountability mechanisms that
might reveal a teacher is not reaching his or her students—the absolute worst
thing for a teacher. As Lortie (1975) found, “It is of great importance to
teachers to feel they have ‘reached’ their students—their core [psychic] re-
wards are tied to that perception” (p. 106). The last thing teachers want is
the possibility of evidence that they haven’t taught their students well enough.

I have two additional candidates to help explain why things that nearly
“everyone” agrees on are in practice much rarer. One is that despite their
seeming straighforwardness, articulating useful goals and finding useful
means for gauging student development are actually fairly challenging tasks.
Student goals (and corresponding assessments) can fall into one of two traps:
They can be vague and obscure (e.g., “Students will appreciate great works
of literature”) or reductionistic and trivial (e.g., “Students will list 5 diph-
thongs and write a word containing each”). Behavioral objectives, popular
in the 1970s and 1980s, often fell into the latter trap, and many educators
became skeptical of the whole idea of articulating learning outcomes for stu-
dents based on their experiences with behavioral objectives. (See “The First
Meeting of the Academic Expectations Committee” in Chapter 4.)

“Standards,” the 1990s’ answer to behavioral objectives, sometimes fall
into the opposite trap: They sound high-minded but in reality are not very
useful. Although many state standards have gotten past behavioral objec-
tives without falling off the cliff of obscurity, almost as many others provide
educators with little guidance on what they should be aiming for (Saxe, 1998;
Stotsky, 19972). Of the 28 state language arts standards Stotsky examined,
13 were characterized by vague statements such as “compare and contrast
communications in their writing and speaking,” “respond formally and in-
formally to a variety of themes and genres,” and “write effectively for pub-
lic audiences” (Stotsky, 1997, p. 12). The whole premise for the utility of
goals (also known as objectives, standards, benchmarks) and assessments (or
indicators) is based on educators’ ability to articulate meaningful goals for
students and employ equally meaningful ways of gauging progress. Neither
of these is trivial. We discovered this at Freeman while assembling our own
“goals and expectations,” which turned out to anticipate the standards
movement that swept education in the middle of the 1990s. Many state and
district documents now in existence are far superior to what we came up with,
although we were headed in the right direction.
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THE COHERENCE PROBLEM

The other explanation I would suggest for why seemingly straightforward
actions, such as articulating clear goals and using valid indicators, rarely get
put into practice has to do with the idea of “coherence.” Or, more precisely,
how utterly lacking coherence seems to be in schools. In the absence of any
shared, coherent sense among a school staff as to what it is trying to accom-
plish, and how the various pieces of the puzzle fit together, even common-
sense ideas such as developing or adopting meaningful and useful goals and
indicators become just the latest in a long line of fatuous exercises. They only
succeed in taking teachers’ time away from more pressing and immediate
matters such as preparing materials, planning lessons, grading papers, and
updating and keeping records.

This lack of coherence is not due to any conscious effort on anyone’s
part to make schools particularly incoherent. It’s just that school programs,
teachers’ work, and the school day are mind-bogglingly complex. Teachers’
time and energy, as schools are currently organized, is almost entirely con-
sumed by dealing directly with students in classes. In one sense perhaps this
is as it should be, although Darling-Hammond (1997) provides a drastically
different vision of how schools could be organized. At a minimum, dealing
directly with students for almost the entire workday is tremendously con-
straining. There is little time for thoughtful planning and interaction with
colleagues around topics such as, What are we trying to accomplish? and
How will we know whether we’re accomplishing it? Darling-Hammond
(1997) summarizes 25 years of research on classroom teaching. Teaching,
she says, is

complex work characterized by simultaneity, multidimensionality, and unpre-
dictability. In classrooms competing goals and multiple tasks are negotiated at a
breakneck pace, trade-offs are continually made, unanticipated obstacles and
opportunities arise. Each hour of every day teachers much juggle the need to create
a secure supportive environment for learning with the press for academic achieve-
ment, the need to attend to individual students and the demands of the group,
and the challenges of pursuing multiple strands of work so that students at vary-
ing places in their learning move ahead and none are left behind. (p. 69)

Lortie (1975) found much of this to be true in his classic study of teachers
in the early 1960s. If anything, things have gotten worse, at least from this
teacher’s perspective:

Teaching is changing so much. There’s so much more social worker involved
in your job now than there ever was before. So many problems, behaviorial
and social problems, that are sitting in your classroom that have to be dealt
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with before you can ever attempt to start teaching. I don’t think a lot of people
realize that . . . it’s really a changing job . . . and I don’t think a lot of people
who’ve never been in a school and seen a school run know exactly what a person
puts up with in a day. (quoted in Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996, p. 3)

The swirl and rush of everyday events have made coherence a scarce
commodity in school, particularly these days when school reform seems to
be everyone’s domain, and there is enormous pressure to boost achievement
among all students regardless of background or any other consideration. I
will return to this theme in Chapter 9. For now I only want to make the point
that maintaining a common focus and purpose in any effort to improve
schools is a constant challenge. School improvement is not a one-person
operation. Nor is it sufficient to have one or more productive settings, such
as the Academic Expectations Committee, or teacher workgroups, or grade-
level meetings. There must be coordinated and coherent action and under-
standing across the school, which is to say, from one setting to another.
Otherwise the pressures and immediate hour-to-hour, day-to-day demands
will swamp efforts to alter what teachers think and do, in and out of the
classroom. Without these connections, fragmentaton and dissipation are
assured. But connections will not happen by themselves; they must be forged
and maintained. And they can never, ever be taken for granted. This is the
theme of this chapter.

DEVELOPING INDICATORS IN THE ACADEMIC

ASSESSMENT COMMITTEE

In 1992–93, we set out at Freeman to take the student goals and expecta-
tions finalized by the faculty the previous year (see Chapter 4) and develop
an indicator system that would allow individual teachers, grade levels, and
the school as a whole to gauge student progress on key goals. The Academic
Expectations Committee had concluded the previous year that for now its
work was done and that it should transform itself into the Academic Assess-
ment Committee (AAC) in order to spearhead this effort. I would again chair
the committee, with the active collaboration of Jessie. We would be joined
by Bill Saunders.

In contrast to the previous 2 years, 1992–93 seemed to be off to a very
good start. The goals and expectations (Chapter 4) and the teacher work-
groups (Chapter 5) had been well-received the year before, as the two previ-
ous chapters indicate. Jessie expressed satisfaction with the progress we had
made, and the general sense among the faculty was that what was happen-
ing was worthwhile and heading somewhere productive. A conversation I
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had with one of the teachers was similarly upbeat. Despite potentially dispir-
iting cuts in aide time and other resources, this teacher was certain the fac-
ulty would want to continue our reform efforts. I recorded the following in
my notes of 8/20/92:

I told [this teacher] I wondered whether the cuts in aides, etc., would
take the wind out of everyone’s sails, demoralize them, etc. She said
she thought not; that there is enough interest in having things con-
tinue, that people see a real value to what’s going on, and they want
to stay on track. She seemed very upbeat as well. She specifically
mentioned the writing groups, which have developed such a solid
reputation that people are willing to stay after school on their own
time since they see it benefitting them personally. She said the same
might be true of the Academic Expectations Committee.

Within the AAC, the general plan for 1992–93 was to take a look at the
goals and expectations and ask what assessment tasks we could devise to
give teachers, on an ongoing basis, a good picture of how students are doing
with respect to them. We had done some baseline school-wide assessments
in the spring of 1992 (the 20% random sample we assessed on a pullout basis),
using tasks such as having students list things they had read, writing sum-
maries and analyses, and reading assigned passages and writing about them.
This year we wanted to bring the assessments into the classrooms, so that
teachers would be regularly assessing students with respect to the academic
goals. The idea was to line up the “school-level” assessments we had begun
the previous spring with “classroom-level” assessments to provide teachers with
ongoing information, integrated into their instruction, about how students were
proceeding in their literacy development. The idea was not to set up lots of
testing; rather, it was to use meaningful literacy tasks and activities, directly
related to the goals and expectations, as assessments that would also produce
information about specific aspects of students’ emerging literacy skills.

For example, one of the goals for all the grade levels was that students
would read a wide range of grade- and age-appropriate materials. In order
for that to happen, teachers had to devote time in classrooms to students’
reading, talking about, and hearing about good things to read. One way to
assess this goal was to have students keep ongoing logs of what they were
reading, perhaps with brief annotations. Another goal at all grades was that
students would read with good comprehension materials at a grade-appro-
priate level. In order to accomplish this goal, students had to be engaged in
reading, followed by either discussion or writing about whatever they read.
We wanted to bring about a close alignment of instruction and assessment
by pointing to important student outcomes, then developing instructionally
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meaningful tasks and activities that would produce student work teachers
could use to judge student progress. Instruction and assessment were to be
of a piece—or, to change metaphors, two sides of the same coin—rather than
divorced from each other, as so often is the case. (See Chapter 8 for more
details about the conceptual shifts teachers had to make.)

Bill was instrumental in developing what came to be known as the
“Roadmap”—key questions about what students can do (e.g., Are students
regularly selecting and reading things on their own? Can students read and
understand a grade-level-appropriate informational text?) that were tied to
the goals and expectations. Each roadmap item included some fairly straight-
forward assessment strategies, such as having students keep a log of what
they were reading and procedures for having students write summaries and
analyses of books they were reading or passages assigned to them.

Within the AAC we worked on two fronts nearly simultaneously: First,
teachers on the AAC were using assessments such as reading logs and sum-
mary writing in their own classrooms. They were, in essence, piloting the
assessments. We discussed different assessment options at AAC meetings (Bill
typically introduced a strategy), and teachers would try them in their class-
rooms. At the next meeting we would debrief what had happened.

Second, AAC members worked to help teachers throughout the school
use these assessments in their classrooms. The plan we came up with seemed
straightforward: AAC teachers would try out assessments in their classes,
then at the monthly grade-level meetings would introduce them to their col-
leagues. The rest of the teachers at the grade level would take the materials
and try them out with their own students. Then, at the next grade-level
meeting, they would bring samples of student work and discuss how it had
gone, how students were performing on the targeted “roadmap” items, and
how to make improvements. It was such a logical and straightforward plan.
The only problem was, it didn’t really work.

FORGING THE AAC-GRADE LEVEL LINK

It was so perfectly rational. What’s more, there was enthusiasm within the
AAC, and AAC members reported that there was support among their grade-
level colleagues to try and incorporate this type of assessment into ongoing
improvement efforts. The fourth-grade representative said that among the
fourth- and fifth-grade teachers, “there was a great desire on their part to
have access to more testing like this, because they felt that it was more valid,
something they wanted to see pursued in the future.” Another representa-
tive said, “I think people are kind of ready to get going with these, because
we’ve been talking about that for a while.” The context we had been trying
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to create seemed to be materializing. The AAC was willing and enthusiastic.
Teachers were interested in exploring alternative forms of assessment to gauge
progress on the goals and expectations they had agreed upon. One AAC
representative, as we were about to take the assessments to the grade levels,
said the magic words: “Let’s do it.” But what seemed like a natural linkage
and a perfect setup was neither.

The first inklings that this was not going to be easy came in the fall,
when the AAC members reported logistical problems that they and their
colleagues were encountering—the ubiquitous problem of getting it all in;
doing one more thing; et cetera. How these and related issues played out,
and Bill’s and my role in helping play them out, will be recounted in Chap-
ter 8. Here I want to concentrate on what turned out to be the critical, but
problematic, link between what the AAC was doing, what happened in the
grade levels, and what took place in the classrooms. Despite the interest and
good intentions of the AAC members, and despite the faculty’s apparent
interest in exploring these forms of assessments, the work of the AAC fell
flat once it got into the grade levels.

In January we were ready to take some of the assessments to the grade
levels, share with the teachers, and start engaging them in looking at how
these assessments could provide useful information about students’ devel-
oping literacy skills. At the January 26, 1993 AAC meeting we decided that
at the next grade-level meeting (February 2), the AAC representatives would
present the reading logs they were piloting in their own classrooms, distrib-
ute copies, and encourage teachers to try them out before the next grade-
level meeting. The AAC representatives would also discuss student work
samples and use of rubrics to score them. Finally, the representatives would
update the grade levels on what we were currently working on. It was an
ambitious, but reasonable agenda, we thought. It tied in directly with the
goals and expectations, the spring assessments, and moving in the direction
of more meaningful and useful classroom assessments.

Breakdown at the Grade Level

But the AAC representatives had a difficult time. The best illustration comes
from the combined fourth- and fifth-grade meeting, which was videotaped.3

Despite our well-worked-out plan, despite the undeniable logic of what we
were doing, despite the AAC representatives’ willingness and commitment,
and despite teachers’ apparent “great desire” for “more testing like this,”
there seemed to be virtually no interest at the grade level in what the AAC
representatives reported.

The videotape is painful to watch. The two AAC representatives make
their presentations about the reading logs they have been using and how they
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fit into the roadmap items that frame the assessments on which we were
working. Teachers listen politely, many of them half turning in their chairs
to look at the representatives as they speak. It is a somewhat large and un-
wieldy group of about 10, seated in a way that worked against natural and
easy interaction. The teachers clearly are not connecting with what the rep-
resentatives are talking about. Dave (the grade-level chair), with thinly veiled
impatience, tries to move the meeting along (Darlene is the fourth-grade
representative; Ginger is fifth-grade):

Dave: (Following a discussion of several grade-level matters, turns to
the AAC representatives.) You’re on.

Darlene: Okay. Should we start?
Dave: Yes, go ahead.
Darlene: All right.

Darlene begins to talk, trying to engage the teachers in the AEC’s plan
that all teachers using reading logs to start gauging children’s reading. Teachers
listen politely but for the most part seem uninterested.

Darlene: On your roadmap if you look at it, there is number one,
number two, number three, number four, and number five. The
first thing that we looked at was piloting logs, reading logs. For
the fourth-grade team, I have copies of the logs that I used in
piloting in regular fourth-grade classrooms so that if you’re
interested in using them and we would encourage you to use them,
you can do so. One of them is a straight reading log that has an
extra line for a little summary. One of the teachers wanted to be
able to have the children when they read on a daily basis to put a
one to two sentence summary. I also have overheads if you want
to model it for your students. I can show you what I did in their
classrooms for a week. I have the overheads for that also. The
second log is a straightforward log where you just log what you’ve
read, what pages you started on, and what the author’s name is
and what the day is. I also have overheads for that if you would
like to model that for your class until they get started. . . .

She continues for several more minutes. There are two or three brief
questions. The fifth-grade representative then speaks; the effect is identical:

Ginger: Fifth grade people, I have nothing to give you. . . . Seriously,
I decided to use pretty much the same form that Darlene used in
her pilot classrooms except that I’m not using it daily. What I
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did was I handed them . . . they take a blank sheet of paper and I
said take ten or fifteen minutes, think about yourself as a fifth
grader and books that have interested you this school year. And
then I’ve had them write it down on a piece of paper. So that’s
the bottom piece of paper. Then a few days later, I handed out
the log. And I said okay now we’re going to fill in this log with
as many as you can. And be honest. If you read the book and
you didn’t like it, say so. (She continued for several minutes
describing what students were asked to do). . . . We would like to
see all of you using some sort of log between now and next
meeting and let us know how you . . . how it’s working in the
classroom.

One teacher makes a brief comment. No one else makes an attempt to
speak. Dave assumes the report is finished, and says perfunctorily, “Okay,
thank you for that.” He is about to move to the next agenda item, when he
notices Ginger making a hand gesture indicating they were not finished. “Still
going?” he asks. Ginger is apologetic for having more to report and discuss;
Darlene attempts a joke. The whole thing just falls flat:

Ginger: We’re really sorry, it’s two parts.
Darlene: It could go on forever depending on how much time you

want to spend with this.
Dave: Well, gee. . . .
Ginger: It’s considerably shorter than forever.
Darlene: Well we’re also supposed to go over all of this (Ginger

laughs nervously), and I don’t know what you want to do about
that.

Dave: (Sounds a bit annoyed and impatient). Well, what is all of
that?

Darlene: Part of . . . um—
Ginger: It’s what we just went over, actually.
Darlene: Right, it’s what we just went over.
Dave: Oh, well then (unintelligible; both talking at the same time)
Darlene: And we would like to know if you would like to go over

more of that. If you’re interested in looking at the actually fourth
grade (plane flies over; can’t hear)

Dave: (plane noise) (maybe: does anyone think this is) advantageous
at this time?

Teacher: No (shaking head). (No one else says anything; there are
nervous laughs; it’s a little embarrassing.)

Dave: No? That seems to be the general (pause) feeling of the room.
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Back to the AAC

I had been present for most of this meeting, and later Bill and I watched the
videotape. It was obvious that no substantive discussion about student
assessment or achievement or anything remotely resembling what we had
been working on in the AAC had taken place. We suspected that similar dis-
cussions might be taking place at the other grade levels, although we did not
know for sure.

At the next AAC meeting 3 weeks later (February 23) I brought up—some-
what gingerly (notice the pauses and hesitations in the transcript below)—the
subject of the last grade-level meeting with the fourth- and fifth-grade teams.
I asked the fifth-grade AAC representative (the fourth-grade representative was
ill that day) her perception about the general lack of interest:

Claude: Now—now you—your team didn’t seem that—to buy into
most of that. Was that—(fifth-grade rep nods and smiles sar-
donically) was there—would you—

Ginger: Did you read that? (tone suggests: “No kidding.”)
Claude: —characterize that as . . . what? Was it resistance, or just

too many things, or getting bogged down or—
Ginger: I think (pause) that it’s too many things, and I think that it’s

such a, it’s such a span, in fifth grade, from my class who are all
Hens4 to Katie’s class who are struggling Miami readers, but
they’re fifth graders. And it’s like there are other things (pause)
that are more important (pause) in their minds than (pause)
having the kids sit down and write, like getting them out of
Miami, for example, before they go into middle school. . . .
priorities—

This is an almost perfect articulation of the challenges faced by endeavors
such as this. The immediacy, the press of dealing with students at a very wide
range of achievement levels; the urgency, in the case of schools with large
numbers of English learners struggling to become successful in mainstream
English instruction, of helping children be academically successful before they
go on to the next level (in this case middle school), where the entire school-
ing experience changes so dramatically, and not necessarily for the better.
These are the sorts of considerations that occupy teachers’ thinking. Ginger
did not attribute her colleagues’ nonresponsiveness to indifference, an un-
willingness to change, or any of the other explanations often invoked to
explain why changing teaching is so difficult. She invoked priorities, the
priority of dealing with a huge range of achievement levels and, especially,
helping those students at the bottom of that distribution successfully com-
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plete the transition to English reading instruction before being delivered to
the not-so-tender mercies of the middle school.

Of course, one could argue that focused language arts instruction, to-
gether with ongoing and valid assessments of students’ development, would
enable teachers to accomplish precisely these goals. Or one could argue that
getting children “into English reading” should not be such an overwhelming
priority and that instead, native language instruction should continue through-
out middle school rather than arbitrarily being shut off. But such retorts would
be seen as glib, academic, and irrelevant.

What got Ginger’s attention, instead, was the revelation by Bill that in
the writing group he was leading the very teacher she named had begun
working on precisely the kinds of tasks the AAC was trying to get the fac-
ulty to do. The problem was that no one had made the connection. Bill tries
to get a word in, to let Ginger know this missing piece of information. But
she is on a roll about the priorities teachers face:

Bill: And you know what’s funny—
Ginger: (determined to make a statement to the entire group about

priorities and how these assessments are not one of them) —or
teaching them how to divide before they leave fifth grade. I
mean, it’s like each person’s priorities depends upon the needs of
their classroom. Fifth graders who are still reading in Miami and
doing fourth grade math barely, is a problem. That’s a priority.

Bill: (still trying to make headway) But you—
Ginger: (still on a roll) Whether or not they can read and summarize

a book is not a priority. . . . Perhaps.

[Long pause. No one talks. Bill, very tentatively, tries a different tack.]

Bill: So. . . . you’re . . . so one thing that you sensed from the grade
level was that, for someone like Katie, it is hard for her to decide
to make a priority out of this thing that you’re presenting . . .

Ginger: Yes, it’s like this is really nice, but—(she is cranking up
again)

Bill: (determined to get in this time) Well here’s something interest-
ing, Ginger—

Ginger: (unintelligible) they looked—(unintelligible) (they are both
talking at the same time; Bill to the fifth-grade representative,
she to the entire group)

Bill is now insistent on making his point and keeps talking. He wants
Ginger to know that the teacher for whom she assumes writing summaries
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might not be priority is, in fact, having her students write summaries, based
on stories she is reading to them. This comes as a startling revelation to
Ginger.

Bill: Well here’s something interesting, Ginger (she is still talking);
here’s something interesting. (Ginger is quiet now.) In her read-
alouds now, she’s reading Super Fudge to the kids, and especially
for some of the kids that are struggling, they’re writing summa-
ries, as a way of giving her—

Ginger: (She looks at Bill, a little startled, and immediately changes
tack) You see, that’s what I just said—shouldn’t I—

Bill: I know, I know. This isn’t—
Ginger: as a—that’s coming out in your writing . . . committee, out

of the writing group–
Bill: —this is not circulating.

This was a key moment. A few seconds before, students’ writing sum-
maries were perhaps not a priority; getting into the mainstream English
reading book or learning how to divide before leaving fifth grade was much
more pressing. Now, with Bill’s revelation that the teacher with the lowest-
achieving readers in the grade was having her students write summaries, with
the accommodation that she read to students if necessary, suddenly summary-
writing entered the realm of possibility. Maybe there was more potential
among her grade-level colleagues than Ginger had realized.

Here was a second linkage that turned out to be surprisingly problem-
atic—the link to the workgroups. The writing group Bill led was working on
language arts activities highly relevant to the goals and assessments. Yet this
was not even mentioned in the grade level meeting. No one had made the
connection. This was a huge gap, since the workgroups were in a unique po-
sition to help establish what was possible. Teachers tend to see what they’ve
been able to accomplish in the past as more or less the limits of what is pos-
sible. When, with some assistance (the third element in the change model), new
possibilities open up, previously fixed priorities can be seen in a new light.

I then posed the obvious question, Why doesn’t [the work of the
workgroups] come out at grade level?, to which another teacher provided
the very nuts-and-bolts answer—“Because [it’s] not on the agenda.” There
was an immediate recognition of the importance of the workgroup/grade-
level link. Obvious as it was, the link was not made spontaneously. We agreed
that we needed to get the workgroups on the grade-level agenda. More to
the point, two of the fifth-grade teachers should be able to share students’
writing at the next grade-level meeting:
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Bill: (to Ginger) You now—now you know that both Dave and Katie
at the next meeting will have some things to share—

Ginger: Yes, and I can ask them.

So the question remained, how to make the grade-level meetings pro-
ductive and follow up on the work the AAC was doing? Based on the dis-
cussion, I make a concrete proposal: The AAC representatives would
(1) distribute the prompts to their grade-levels teams, (2) ask the teachers
to try them out in their classes, then (3) report back what happened at the
next meeting.

Claude: . . . Then the next logical thing to do is to . . . distribute
copies of the prompts for question two, which is exactly what
we did today, and then ask the (grade-level) team to try it out
in class and report back at the next grade-level meeting. Now I
don’t know if it’s realistic, but I mean, you see kind of getting a
sort of . . .

Teacher: A sequence.
Claude: A sequence. Thank you. Getting a sequence going there.

Maybe it’s too ambitious. Maybe it’s jumping too far ahead.
Maybe it’s unrealistic.

I was being tentative, since I was unsure the AAC members would agree;
this was, after all, asking them to get their grade-level colleagues to do some-
thing they typically did not do, namely, collect student work based on a
common prompt, then bring it in to share with colleagues. There was simply
no precedent for this sort of thing. Nonetheless, Nancy had been making
inroads in this direction with her own grade level, and she picks up on my
proposal immediately:

Nancy: I showed my colleagues this last time, because I had done
one a month ago. And I tried to sell it and say it’s really not a
big a deal, so you can do this . . . And it was a little bit of like
“Uumm, Ammm, Uumm . . . well, yeah. Okay.” So I do believe
that they will be working on the logs. . . . If I have copies made
of something. And they were interested in your prompt, remem-
ber? (to Bill)

Bill: mm-hmm.
Nancy: They said, “Hey, hey, let’s see the prompt that they did last

spring. That’s the one we liked.” And somewhere I copied that
down. I could give them that rather than my own here. That
would be nice.
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Claude: So Nancy from your perspective, this agenda for the AAC
report makes sense for the next grade level?

Nancy: Yeah, it does for me.

After a brief discussion on the challenges of getting people to try new
things in the face of so much going on, I turned back to Ginger. It was her
grade-level meeting that had prompted this discussion. I put the question to
her explicitly: Did asking teachers to collect student writings based on a
common prompt, then bringing student papers to share and discuss at the
next grade-level meeting (“this agenda”) make sense?

Claude: Ginger, does this agenda seem reasonable to you?
Ginger: It seems reasonable to me, and I will give it my best shot.

We now had a plan for trying to focus the work of the grade-level meet-
ings and tie it back explicitly to the work of the AAC. Before the next grade-
level meeting, AAC representatives would ask their grade-level colleagues
to collect student writing based on a common prompt, then bring the papers
to the grade-level meeting for discussion, analysis, and scoring.

Grade Level Meeting—One More Time

The contrast between the grade-level meeting of February 2 and the next one,
on March 2, could not have been greater. The discussion at the March meet-
ing was on-topic and focused on the assessment strategies the AAC was work-
ing to have teachers use school-wide. Ginger had come prepared with samples
of student writings that she had photocopied so the entire grade-level team
could read the same papers and discuss them. Most of the meeting was de-
voted to reading, analyzing, and discussing these papers. The effect of the
discussion we had had at the intervening AAC meeting was unmistakable.
But Ginger was not acting as merely a mouthpiece for the Academic Assess-
ment Committee. She can be seen on the video as clearly in control of what
she is trying to accomplish with her colleagues. Moreover, she not only came
prepared with student summaries but also with sample forms and prompts
that teachers were to use in their own classrooms. She is very direct about
what the group is supposed to accomplish. The AAC discussion, it seems,
gave her the confidence, focus, and information necessary to turn the grade-
level meeting into a productive setting.

Ginger: At our last AAC meeting, we were asked to come to this
meeting here today and distribute copies of what we have done
in our classroom to try to get a feel for what you’ve been doing
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in your classrooms as far as academic assessment, expectations.
So let me pass this around then I will help you with this very
easy-to-follow handout.

She says she will collect information from the grade-level team about
the extent to which teachers are utilizing reading logs and summaries for
literacy assessments.

Ginger: All right. Now, first of all when I return to the (AAC) meeting
next Tuesday I need to go back and report to them how you . . . are
using or if you are using the reading log. If you are indeed asking the
students to write summaries. So what I did is I just keep it on a little
blue sheet here, and if you could . . . get this back to me by next, let’s
say, Monday so that when I go to the meeting on Tuesday I will have
immediate feedback to give them.

She provides her colleagues with samples of the reading logs and shows them
how she keeps the logs in students’ writing folders to permit easy access both
for herself and the students.

She then turns to the main item on the agenda—a close reading and
analysis of summaries written by students, which, following the last AAC
meeting, she had her colleagues bring to the meeting. She asks the group to
read through the summaries brought by teachers and indicate a score of H,
M, or L (for high, medium, low). The group reads silently for a few minutes;
teachers make marks on the papers. Ginger says, “Okay, let’s look . . . uh,
look at (a student’s) paper on The Incredible Journey. How did you grade
that H, M, or L?” At first there is no discussion; teachers simply announce
their “grade” (H, H, M, M, L, etc.), and Ginger makes comments such as,
“That’s interesting.” For a few minutes it is unclear whether there will be a
meaningful discussion.

The discussion then takes off when Ginger asks one teacher, “Why did
you say low?” Now they begin to talk about specific criteria for evaluating
student summaries and to address the central question of what constitutes a
good summary. A spirited discussion goes on for over half an hour, with
teachers analyzing different aspects of summaries written by students. All
teachers participate; in fact, there is so much overlapping talk that it was
impossible to transcribe it all. The contrast with the previous grade-level
meeting—where there was literally no substantive discussion of student work
or academic goals—is striking, as the following excerpts suggest:

Ginger: Anne?
Anne: I gave it a high
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Ginger: That’s interesting. Why did you give it an M, Dave. I gave it
a high originally also.

Dave: Umm I thought it was really good but it didn’t, I didn’t, it
didn’t end. I got a sense that at the ending of the book is left out,
you know, I mean, she would not—

Ginger: Oh, it kind of went like this . . . (motions with hand sudden
drop off) whishh!

(other comments unintelligible)

Dave: Yeah, yeah—
Ginger: —No ending?
Dave: —yeah, yeah—
Ginger: Okay.
Dave: —yeah, kind of, now maybe the ending is in there and that’s

the way the book ends but I just (thought), my sense is that this,
it got flaky at the end. You know. But otherwise I thought it was
really good to that point.

Ginger: That’s interesting.

(other comments from teachers)

Ginger: We agree a bit more on this one than the other one.
Anne: I don’t think the details at the end are that important. Indiana

Jones and the professor get away and get back safely. Is it
necessary to go over the details?

Dave: (reads from student paper) “Once he finds the professor, they
look for the tower and when they find the tower they find out
giants live by the tower. Indiana Jones and the professor get
away and . . .” Well, you know, I guess I’d like to know what the
resolution is. Why were they looking for the tower, you know,
what, you know, what is it with the giants . . .

Teacher: Read the book. That’s what he wants you to do.
Dave: (laughing) Yeah, right, that’s what I want him to do. (laughter)
Teacher: See, I thought, I thought that middle part was very well

written. (reads) “The professor’s daughter comes to Indiana
Jones for help. Indiana Jones takes the mission and goes through
the mountains, fights abominable snow men and bandits.” And
that’s . . .

Dave: That is good (nods)
Teacher: —that’s pretty good.

(various teachers start to comment at the same time) I think it’s very
good . . . Oh yeah.
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Teacher: (continues reading) “Once he find the professor and looks
for the tower . . .”

Teachers: Very descriptive . . . More descriptive than the first one.

When the discussion ends, Ginger immediately turns to setting up the
next grade-level meeting. The main item on the agenda, Ginger says, will be
discussing and analyzing student papers the other teachers will bring to the
meeting. Again, there is an enormous contrast with the previous meeting.
The group actively talks of bringing student papers for the next meeting. At
the previous grade-level meeting, there was literally no discussion of bring-
ing student work; this meeting is all about student work:

Ginger: Who are willing to . . . have something for the next grade-
level meeting to share about summary writing? . . . I want you to
have something to share with us about your summary writing.
Some information that you learned by doing this in your class-
room. That you will do it again, maybe bring some samples for
us to read.

Teachers plead with Ginger that she give them a reminder prior to the
meeting:

Katie: Will you remind us?
Ginger: Will I remind you of the (unintelligible) meeting?
Dave: (good-naturedly) A little note? A little note in the box? A little

note in the box?
Ginger: . . . Honey, I’m going to put a note in your box: “Put in your

plans for next week to do summary writing and share it at the
next grade-level meeting.”

The tone is light and friendly, but the message is unmistakable: Next
meeting we will be analyzing and discussing summaries that students in your
classes have written. So bring some sample papers.

A substantive connection had finally been forged between the AAC and
the grade level and, indirectly, the writing workgroup. The instructional work
that teachers were doing there provided the pivot on which the discussion at
the AAC turned, which then made possible the substantive interactions about
student writing in the transcripts above. What was previously perhaps not a
priority—having students write summaries—suddenly became a real possi-
bility and the basis for a very meaningful discussion about student writing
and what constitutes a good summary. The above discussion and the teach-
ing and assessing teachers subsequently did in their classrooms were a direct
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result of the connections we made among the various settings. Without these
connections, and the coherence they started to bring to the many and varied
activities in which teachers engage, there was no possibility of effecting
meaningful school-wide changes. With these connections, all sorts of things
were possible. As the teacher quoted at the very beginning of this chapter
said: “A lot of the time it’s like a big amoeba . . . Then things begin to come
into line.”

The impact on teachers and the school is illustrated in this statement by
one of the AAC members in the spring of 1993:

We have our grade-level meetings . . . and we have our Academic
Assessment Committee and . . . they all kind of correlate together.
And say at the academic assessment committee if we talked about oh,
when you go back to your grade-level meeting ask them about this,
this, and that. Remember input before we finalize this. We just don’t
do things and they’re in stone. We take them back to our grade levels,
we look them over and we kind of make changes, take them back,
and if everyone agrees then we go on from there. So, like nobody is
left out in the dark and everyone knows what’s going on. I would say
it’s very . . . It’s very good. (emphasis added)

It sounds like such a rational, logical, straightforward, can’t-miss pro-
cess. If only it were.



110 Successful School Change

7

Settings in Children’s Homes

for Improving School Achievement

It’s been very uplifting. The parents are very excited to learn. Some-

times we think that parents are not interested in learning, but I’ve

noticed extreme enthusiasm.

(Freeman teacher, 1993, commenting

on the school’s parent involvement efforts)

My mom and dad didn’t understand English and I started going [to

the homework club]. [My parents] think it is very good for me because

it helps me very much . . . Now I understand English better and I don’t

need his [the homework liaison] help so much.

(Freeman student, 1993, commenting

on the “Homework liaison” program)
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HOW DID the settings we created at Freeman relate to settings that
shaped children’s experiences at home? If we take seriously the admo-

nition that we should teach children, not subjects, we must also take seri-
ously children’s experiences in their homes and communities.

The major theme of this chapter is that home and school settings are
more compatible than many educators realize. Despite cultural and social
class differences between families and educators—most of the teachers were
U.S.-born and non-Hispanic, and all were middle class and college educated,
and virtually all the parents were Hispanic immigrants with an average of
7 or 8 years of formal schooling—in reality there is considerable common-
ality in outlook, purpose, and goals for children. I suspect that at some level
just about everyone would agree there is some overlap between schools and
families with respect to attitudes and behaviors they value. The difficult
questions are, “How much overlap?” and “What kinds of overlap?” I can-
not offer a definitive judgment; but the overlap is probably substantial
enough to permit home-school connections that are not necessarily elabo-
rate or exotic.
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Parents want their children to succeed in school, and as a general rule
they are motivated and capable of helping them do so. Parents see formal
schooling as an avenue for social and economic mobility. Parents’ enthusi-
astic responses to the change efforts at Freeman, mentioned in Chapter 2,
are a direct reflection of the value they place on formal schooling for their
children—in direct contradiction to stereotypes held by many educators and
the general public. Latino children’s homes can help provide a foundation
for academic growth and development. The key is educators’ knowing that
the resources exist and how to build on them.

“CULTURE OF POVERTY”

I began teaching junior high school on San Antonio’s West Side, in one of
the three poorest districts in Texas. Nearly all of my students were Latino,
many either children of immigrants or themselves immigrants. Immigrant
status turned out to be important for my students, although not necessarily
for a very uplifting reason. One of the taunts they used to hurl at each other
was “mojado” (or, more precisely, “moja’o”), which means “wetback.”

To prepare me for my first teaching assignment, I had an Ivy League
degree in history, a teaching methods seminar, a smattering of distantly re-
lated courses such as educational psychology, sociology of knowledge, African-
American literature, 6 weeks of supervised student teaching in suburban New
Jersey, a lot of ganas (desire), as Jaime Escalante would say; and a bound-
less supply of good intentions. I also had a bunch of assumptions about how
being in the underclass breeds cynicism and distrust of the schools. I was pretty
sure that armed with all of this, I could connect with my students and touch
their lives in important ways. I was wrong; I was so wrong about so many
things, in fact, that I now shake my head when I think about it.

Among the many things I was wrong about was my students’ parents. I
assumed parents (no less than children) were disaffected and apathetic about
formal education. I figured their experiences with formal schooling were
negative and would translate into indifference or hostility in dealing with
anyone from the school. This basically sociopolitical angle was reinforced
by the anthropological work of Oscar Lewis (1961), who coined and popu-
larized the idea of “culture of poverty.” According to this theory, poor, so-
cially marginal individuals develop a set of attitudes and beliefs characterized
by “present time orientation with relatively little ability to defer gratifica-
tion and plan for the future [and] a sense of resignation and fatalism based
upon the realities of their difficult life situation” (Lewis, 1961, pp. xxvi–xxvii).

Lewis was writing about the very poor in Mexico, not Latinos living in
the United States. But culture is not left at the border, and it was easy to
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assume that low-income Hispanic immigrants (the great majority of whom
are in fact Mexican) bring the culture of poverty with them. The syndrome
did not explicitly include indifference toward education, but it’s only a short
leap to include it within the overall picture. In fact, numerous writers have
done precisely this and widened the “culture of poverty” net to include dys-
functional attitudes toward academic achievement. For example:

The kind of socialization that the Mexican-American children generally receive
at home is not conducive to the development of the capacities needed for ad-
vancement in a dynamic industrialized society. This type of upbringing creates
stumbling blocks to future advancement by stressing values that hinder mobil-
ity—family ties, honor, masculinity, and living in the present—and by neglect-
ing values that are conducive to it—achievement, independence, and deferred
gratification. (Heller, 1966, pp. 33–34)

Widely discredited (or at least not really discussed seriously) in academic
circles, the idea that a “culture of poverty” is an impediment to Latino stu-
dents’ academic progress is widespread among practicing educators. In a
survey of mostly education professionals (62% of whom were themselves
Hispanic), Grossman (1984) found that substantial majorities agreed that
Hispanics are present-time oriented, fatalistic, and that their immediate daily
needs take precedence over attending school functions and meetings. Approxi-
mately 85% felt there “may be significant differences between the parents’
values and those of the school, e.g., parents may feel it is more important
that . . . a son earn money than attend school” (p. 148). Grossman’s survey
is 20 years old, but I see no indication that these assumptions have changed
among practicing educators. A well-meaning school superintendent consulted
with me a few years ago about a talk he was going to give on educating Latino
students in the inner city. “Culture of poverty” figured prominently among
the concepts he was going to cover.

A more recent version of the “culture of poverty” theory has been ex-
pounded by another anthropologist, John Ogbu (e.g., Ogbu, 1978; Ogbu &
Matuti-Bianchi, 1986). This version, which returns to a more explicitly
sociopolitical analysis, enjoys considerable status among academics. Ogbu
and colleagues have argued that members of historically oppressed minori-
ties (such as U.S. Latinos) develop “low academic effort syndrome” in re-
sponse to limited occupational and economic opportunities they experience.
Both parents and children perceive limited occupational choices for minor-
ity-group individuals such as themselves, and they consequently see little use
in expending time and energy on formal schooling

because caste minorities perceive their future chances for jobs and other bene-
fits of education as limited, they are not so strongly motivated . . . to persevere
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in their school work. The perception of schooling as it relates to limited future
opportunities . . . is an important factor in their relative lack of serious atti-
tudes and efforts in school. (Ogbu, 1978, p. 41; emphasis added)

Although different from that of Lewis, Ogbu’s analysis leads essentially
to the same conclusions: Low academic effort among parents, no less than
students, is to be expected since they see education playing little role in their
attempts to gain social and economic benefits.

My assumptions about students’ parents’ lack of real motivation for their
children’s schooling at first kept me from contacting them when I really
needed their help. In my first year of teaching I had five periods of “low”
eighth-grade readers. Some of these students struggled to make sense of first-
grade material; the most proficient perhaps read at a fourth-grade level. I
had neither the skills nor the insight to deal with what I faced hour after hour,
day after day. And I struggled, painfully, with discipline. Some of my expe-
riences confirmed the worst stereotypes of inner-city teaching—the fights,
the cursing, the defiance of authority. It is hard to describe the desperation
I sometimes felt. I did do some creative things that sometimes got students’
attention and even made the time pleasant, maybe even productive. But by
and large I felt like a failure. And because I was so sure that parents were
either alienated from formal schooling, mired in the culture of poverty, or
both, I was just as sure that they would be little help. So at first it didn’t
occur to me to contact them. Even when it did occur to me, I quickly dis-
missed the idea. Communication would not be a problem, since I was fluent
in Spanish. The problem was, I was sure I would encounter indifference or
even hostility.

Finally, halfway through the year, out of desperation, I called the par-
ents of one young man who was making my life particularly unpleasant
during fifth period. I apologized for the intrusion and told them what was
going on.

To my great surprise, this boy’s parents were utterly gracious on the
phone, thanked me profusely for having taken the time and trouble to call,
and assured me the problem would not recur. They even asked that I please
recontact them if it did. The next day he seemed to be in a state of shock. I
remember his looking at me in disbelief, then avoiding eye contact altogether.
He was quiet, almost withdrawn, in class. Not exactly what you want, but
for the moment a welcome alternative to what he was doing before; fifth
period went much more smoothly. Over the next few days, he recovered from
the shock and became a decent participant in class. This was, in fact, the
most surprising outcome from my call to his home: My relationship with this
young man improved immeasurably (even though I cannot say he became
an expert reader).
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Emboldened by my success, I called other parents. Almost always the
same thing happened. Parents were very cooperative. They would thank me
for calling. They assured me the problem would not recur, and usually it did
not. Word spread that I had a phone and knew how to use it. Things im-
proved markedly, at least as far as classroom discipline and general climate.
But as clear as parents’ goodwill and cooperativeness was, it was also clear
that parents were lacking in sophistication. They always accepted my word
for what had occurred; they rarely asked for details. They seemed to accept
that their son or daughter had committed some transgression, and they simply
accepted that they ought to take my (the teacher’s) side and steer their son
or daughter in the right direction.

Our conversations never went beyond in-class comportment; parents did
not ask about academics. One couple that came to school for a conference
told me they had not gone to school at all and were completely illiterate. Their
attitude seemed to be that while they wanted their son to be well-behaved and
not cause problems, his extremely low academic achievement was more or less
accepted. They were unschooled themselves, and their eighth-grade son had
already received more formal education than they had. But there was no ques-
tion that these parents, as all the other parents, wanted their son to behave
and do his work. They were clearly not apathetic about that.

In any case, the big eye-opener for me was that parents almost invari-
ably were responsive, even grateful, when I called. Far from hostility or in-
difference, they expressed concern about their children’s school behavior and
moved swiftly to correct it when necessary.

“IF HE COULD BE A TEACHER OR A DOCTOR . . .

AN EDUCATED PERSON”

My more recent eye-opening experience came when I conducted the research
for my dissertation (mentioned briefly in Chapter 3) in 1983–84. I was study-
ing a small group of children who had done poorly in kindergarten and were
at risk for doing poorly in first grade. I expected some to do relatively well,
and the goal of my study was to try and determine why some did well (con-
trary to their poor prognoses) and others did poorly (as expected). One of
the factors I examined was parents’ educational aspirations for their chil-
dren. I predicted that one of the things that might help at-risk children do
better than expected was having parents with high educational aspirations.
So when I began the research, I asked parents how far they wanted their
children to go in their formal schooling.

I expected modest responses. I thought most parents would be non-
committal or unsure, since they probably had not (I assumed) given much
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thought to their children’s education. I also assumed that since parents had
not gone very far in their own schooling (which was indeed the case; aver-
age years of education was about 6 or 7), they would not be able to perceive
that schooling could play much of a role in their children’s lives. I did not
expect them to be uncaring, but my assumption was that, as was the case
with the parents I talked to when I taught junior high, their limited experi-
ences with formal education and its social and economic benefits would mean
they lacked points of reference for discussing the value of schooling in their
children’s lives. Perhaps, I thought, a small number of parents would express
unusually high aspirations and this would translate into unexpectedly good
first-grade performance for some children.

My first surprise came when many more parents than I had expected
expressed high educational aspirations for their children. Half specifically
named attending college or obtaining a professional degree such as doctor,
lawyer, or teacher. A couple of parents, without naming a specific level, ex-
pressed the hope that their child obtain as much formal schooling as possible.

The second surprise came when I asked the follow-up question: Why
do you want your child to get this far (however far they had indicated)? I
was not prepared for what happened in several of the interviews. Parents
looked at me or answered in a tone that suggested I was asking an idiotic
question—idiotic not because they were unable to fathom the role educa-
tion could play in their children’s lives, but exactly the opposite—because it
was so obvious to them that education was critical for their children’s future
success and happiness. My naïve question about why they wanted their chil-
dren to go as far as possible in school occasionally evoked looks that could
only be interpreted as, “Are you seriously asking me this question?” Many
of these parents—most with an elementary-school education, working in
service or manufacturing jobs, living under very modest circumstances—
seemed to be responding in much the same way my parents—middle-class
college-educated professionals—would have responded if someone had asked
them, “Why do you want your son to go as far as possible in his education?”
The question made no sense because the answer was so obvious.

I soon became embarrassed at asking a question rooted so obviously in
my own ignorance. I realized that these parents were not indifferent to their
children’s education. One mother told me, as she looked up at the ceiling
wistfully, “I’d like him to be something in this life. If he could be a teacher
or a doctor. I don’t want him to remain here like me, without having studied
anything. I’d like him to be an educated person” (Goldenberg, 1987, p. 167;
the following quotes are also from Goldenberg, 1987, p. 167; they were trans-
lated from the original Spanish before appearing in that publication). A father
said, “It would be such a pleasure for me” if his daughter went to college.
“People who are superior excel in this country.” Another parent told me that
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she tells her daughter, “I want her to work, to study.” When her daughter
asked how one became a teacher, she told me she answered, “By studying.
You have to study quite a bit in order to get anything.”

As a result of these experiences, I actively enlisted parents’ participa-
tion and help when I taught first grade after finishing this study. But whereas
when I was teaching junior high, parent contacts resulted exclusively from
discipline problems (partly because I did not know what to tell parents when
their children were doing poorly academically—which literally all of them
were), now I contacted parents early in the year and actively discussed with
them how they could help their children academically. I maintained closest
contact with parents of students having problems academically and most in
need of extra help. What I saw as a first-grade teacher strengthened my view
that these parents want their children to do well in school and will do what
they can to further this goal. In most cases what they can do is considerable.

CONTINUITIES AND DISCONTINUITIES BETWEEN

FAMILIES AND SCHOOLS

I have also pursued this line in studies I conducted while teaching first grade
and as I continued this work in the district where the Freeman project was
located. Here is a list of what my colleagues and I have found that has a
direct bearing on settings in the home that can promote students’ academic
achievement.

As the list suggests, there are many points of convergence between fami-
lies and schools, such as parents’ valuing formal schooling, their willingness
and ability to support academic achievement, and their responsiveness to
homework and other attempts by the school to promote children’s academic
learning:

•Latino immigrant parents want their children to succeed in school.
They see formal education as a means for social and economic mo-
bility and stability.

•Parents want to support school efforts to promote children’s achieve-
ment. But they are often unsure what to do, and they rely on the school
to communicate relevant information.

•Despite low levels of formal schooling, almost all families have at least
one adult or older sibling to help children with schoolwork, even if
help only means making sure it gets done. Most parents are at least
functionally literate in Spanish.

•Parents express more satisfaction with schools when teachers make
specific suggestions for helping children academically.
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•Parents are more satisfied with school programs if teachers send home-
work that parents see as high-quality and effective and when teachers
provide strong academic emphasis in classrooms.

•Homework—“ tarea”—is culturally familiar and meaningful to par-
ents. Parents see its value in extending learning and practice after
school.

•Although parents highly value literacy development, children in im-
migrant Latino families typically have relatively few preschool expe-
riences that promote reading and writing skills (as defined in school).
Parents do not see academic preparation in the preschool years as part
of their role.

•However, parents are highly responsive to the school’s attempts to
promote academic learning opportunities in the home. If teachers
make specific recommendations for study or practice (e.g., by assign-
ing homework), parents take these assignments seriously and make
certain their children comply.

•Homes are not devoid of literacy materials and activities, but reading
and writing do not figure prominently in what adults and children
do, outside of school assignments. Through the preschool years, par-
ents do not generally engage children in activities that directly pro-
mote literacy development; for example, reading to children, teaching
them letters.

•Once children begin school, however, the amount of involvement in
explicit academic learning activities increases. School attendance in-
creases literacy activities in the homes, and there is a signifcant, ob-
servable increase in the frequency of children’s reading and related
activities at home.

•Parents’ views of what education—in Spanish, educación—comprises
is much broader than formal schooling. Educación includes moral
development, respectful behavior, and familial responsibility.

(Taken from Goldenberg, 1987, 1989; Goldenberg & Arzubiaga,
1994; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991, 1995; Goldenberg, Gallimore,
Reese, & Garnier, 2001; Goldenberg, Reese, & Gallimore, 1992;
Reese, Balzano, Gallimore, & Goldenberg, 1995; Reese, Gallimore,
Goldenberg, & Balzano, 1995.)

The list also reveals some potential differences or “discontinuities” of
which we need to be aware. For example, parents often do not know what
to do to help their children academically, either because they have had little
schooling themselves or the schooling they have was in another country. A
Mexican mother once related to me that she had helped her daughter learn
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the names of all the consonants, but then the teacher had told her that learn-
ing letter names was not how reading was taught. The mother told me this
was how she had learned in Mexico, so she assumed this was the right thing
to do. She then stopped teaching her daughter altogether for fear of confus-
ing her.

Another potential discontinuity is that there is relatively little in the way
of written literacy in children’s homes. Reading and writing are not nonex-
istent, but neither are they plentiful. Preschool literacy experiences in par-
ticular are quite scarce, and children come to kindergarten with minimal
knowledge and skills about reading and writing. In comparison to children
whose homes provide more literacy opportunities, the children who attend
schools such as Freeman know far fewer letters, words, or concepts about
how print is organized on the page. In one study we found that two thirds of
the children could not name, recognize, or write a single letter. Nor could
they even attempt to write a single word; with rare exceptions, those who
could write (fewer than one third) wrote their names only. Only about 10%
of the children produced something that could be considered invented or
scribble writing. Children from higher socioeconomic backgrounds begin
kindergarten knowing quite a bit more about print (Adams, 1990; Chall,
1983; Mason, 1977).

Despite these and other potential obstacles, the presence of motivated
and usually capable adults and older siblings means that settings in the home
exist, or can be created, to enhance children’s academic learning opportuni-
ties and promote their achievement. Moreover, the relationship between
economic status and school performance is by no means iron-clad. There are
many examples of low-income families that create favorable learning condi-
tions for children and, in turn, children experience success in school (e.g.,
Clark, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). The correlation between in-
dividual family socioeconomic status and their children’s academic achieve-
ment is actually far more modest than most people realize (White, 1982),
and lower than the correlation between achievement and children’s cogni-
tive or affective characteristics and effective instructional practices at home
and school (Walberg, 1984; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1993).

CLASS, CULTURE, AND ACHIEVEMENT

None of the above is to say that economic circumstances do not matter for
academic achievement. They do, especially for school subjects with a strong
language component (Hart & Risley, 1995), and most especially when chil-
dren go to schools and live in neighborhoods with large numbers of families
from low socioeconomic circumstances (White, 1982). In the absence of



Settings in Children’s Homes 119

strong countervailing influences, low socioeconomic status is likely to de-
press academic attainment. Many of the families in Lawson were indeed under
economic stress and lived in neighborhoods with families that were over-
whelmingly similar in this respect. Over 90% of Freeman’s children quali-
fied for free or reduced-price meals. Many parents worked in low-status,
unskilled, or semiskilled jobs. Work schedules and other demands often made
it extremely difficult for parents to work with children or review school
lessons. Reading material, and trips to libraries, museums, and zoos are rela-
tively scarce. For these and other reasons, families with fewer material and
educational resources are, as a general rule, less able to provide their chil-
dren with conditions that promote school success than are families enjoying
more favorable home conditions. The problem is compounded in neighbor-
hoods and schools with large concentrations of low-income families.

Similarly, cultural differences between home and school can create ob-
stacles to communication and children’s achievement. Numerous authors
have discovered potentially important differences between Latino children’s
home experiences and the expectations that greet them at school (e.g.,
Delgado-Gaitan, 1993; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991; Laosa, 1982;
Valdés, 1996; see Tharp, 1989, for an overview of possible incompatibilities
between Western-style schools and members of diverse cultural communi-
ties). One very obvious difference is language. If parents only speak Span-
ish, they are at a clear disadvantage if their children’s assignments and school
communications are all in English. Some socialization patterns and values
might also be inconsistent or even clash with what is required for success in
U.S. schools. In her provocative book about the social distances between U.S.
schools and immigrant Mexicans, Guadalupe Valdés (1996) illustrates some
of these incompatibilities. She shows, for example, how children of Mexi-
can immigrants are socialized not to be assertive around adults; nor do chil-
dren learn to engage in displays of information. Yet teachers expected a
certain amount of assertiveness, even aggressiveness. Children in class “had
to be ready to perform and indeed outperform their peers,” writes Valdés of
the children and classrooms she observed (p. 147). Otherwise, teachers as-
sumed that things hadn’t yet “clicked” (p. 146). Expectations are lowered,
reading group placement is downgraded, and a whole downward spiral of
failure begins. I found similar instances in my study of at-risk first graders.1

Class and culture influence our lives, clearly, although exactly how is a
matter of debate and speculation. What schools ought to do about bridging
the divides is a contentious issue, particularly in matters having to do with
language. I don’t wish to enter the debate here, other than to return to the
point I have made repeatedly throughout this chapter: Regardless of differ-
ences between Latino families and schools, there are also points of conver-
gence, or commonality. Too often these commonalities are overlooked, and
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we fail to take advantage of opportunities for mutual support and collabo-
ration to accomplish goals shared by children’s teachers and parents. The
differences that exist between families and schools should not blind us to
what families and schools hold in common.

In the next section, I will briefly discuss some of the issues that have
been identified regarding home-school connections and language minority
families. In the final portion of the chapter, I will describe home-school con-
nection efforts we undertook at Freeman, with particular attention to a strat-
egy that simultaneously built upon the commonalities between homes and
schools while taking into account possible discontinuities that could be prob-
lematic for children’s academic growth.

HOME-SCHOOL CONNECTIONS AND LOW-INCOME

MINORITY STUDENTS

Research and practice in “home-school connections” provide a large array
of ideas and activities to promote cooperation between homes and schools.
There are many different types of home-school connections; for example,
schools communicating important information to parents (e.g., children’s
academic progress, upcoming events), parents’ volunteering at school or
serving on governance committees, or parents’ monitoring completion of
classwork or homework (Epstein, 1992; see also Goldenberg, 1993, regard-
ing home-school relations in bilingual settings). However, there are relatively
few types of home-school connections that directly influence student achieve-
ment. Not that influencing achievement is the only justification; positive and
productive parent involvement is probably a good idea for many reasons.
But if academic achievement is the issue (as it was at Freeman), then the type
of home-school connections most relevant are the ones that influence the
“curriculum of the home” (Bloom, 1981; Walberg, 1984). The idea is fairly
simple, even if the execution is (always) more challenging: Schools can help
boost student achievement by influencing what children have an opportu-
nity to learn at home that is related to the academic learning they are ex-
pected to demonstrate at school.

One of the most familiar and straightforward ways to influence the
curriculum of the home is through homework. Traditionally, homework has
been conceived as opportunities for students to practice, reinforce, and apply
skills or knowledge learned at school. Thus, teachers teach concepts, infor-
mation, or skills at school; they then assign homework so that students will
practice further or consolidate their understanding. But homework can be
used in different ways—for example, for students to prepare for upcoming
lessons or extend their learning in original and creative ways. And home-
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work produces both academic (increased learning) and nonacademic bene-
fits (e.g., independence, responsibility) across many groups of students and
subject matters, although the effects of homework by itself can be modest
(Cooper, 1989). Homework, in other words, works (Bryan & Nelson, 1994;
Cooper, 1989; Cooper & Nye, 1994; Walberg, Paschal, & Weinstein, 1985).
Even though its effects are not huge, it can help improve student achieve-
ment. It falls neatly into the category of a home-school connection strategy
that actually has some payoff in terms of student academic learning.

Homework has the further advantage that it can include virtually every
single household. Other forms of parent involvement (or home-school con-
nection) make it more difficult for parents to participate. Parent training
classes or parent participation activities that require parents to come to the
school can be marvelous for those parents who attend. But these strategies
necessarily exclude everyone else. Parent involvement activities at the school
site can be very useful, but they must be seen as only one component of a
comprehensive parent involvement effort. Schools must provide various
opportunities for parents to become involved and make positive contribu-
tions to their children’s achievement.

Few people would find the foregoing exceptional or controversial. And
certainly almost everything that I described about parents in the beginning
of this chapter would suggest that parents at Freeman would be responsive
to homework and other types of parent involvement—as indeed they were.
Yet surprisingly, parent involvement has attracted criticisms over the years.
Sixty years ago Waller (1932) wrote of the inevitable “distrust and enmity”
that exists between teachers and parents: “The fact seems to be that parents
and teachers are natural enemies, predestined each for the discomfiture of
the other” (Waller, 1932, p. 68). Lightfoot (1978) echoed this theme nearly
half a century later:

Some of the discontinuities between family and school emerge from differ-
ences in their structural properties and cultural purpose. In other words,
conflicts are endemic to the very nature of the family and the school as insti-
tutions. (p. 21)

Waller and Lightfoot argue that conflict is inevitable between families
and schools, since each fulfills a fundamentally different role in society. Other
critics, for example Schlossman (1978), have expressed concern that involv-
ing low-income parents in their children’s schooling could lead to shifting
the blame for children’s failure onto parents, a warning that has been re-
peated often (e.g., Fine, 1993). Homework has specifically been targeted by
commentators who argue that it is often unsuccessful with low-income fami-
lies. Instead of its reinforcing schoolwork or expanding the school’s impact,
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Cárdenas (1992) says, homework “can be difficult, frustrating, and dysfunc-
tional” for low-income families (p. 6):

Such environments seldom can provide students with space, time, privacy, iso-
lation or proper assistance in doing the homework. There is no children’s room
where homework is to be done; space constraints place both the homework
and the educational materials in physical jeopardy; and parents who may not
even speak the language used in the school, nor have an extensive academic
background, may not have the skills to provide any amount of assistance to
the student. (Cárdenas, 1992, p. 6)

Such warnings are important. But they run the risk of depriving educa-
tors of an important and useful tool. Rather than abandoning the use of
homework (or home-school connections more generally), a more effective
strategy would be to use it but be aware of the issues it can create for some,
but by no means all or even a majority of students and families. Home lan-
guage, parents’ academic background, and a place to work at home are factors
that might influence whether homework contributes to academic develop-
ment or if it becomes a source of aggravation for parents, students, and teach-
ers. At Freeman, only a minority of students—according to teachers fewer
than 15%—had trouble returning and doing homework regularly. For these
students, we developed a system to help bridge the gaps between the school’s
expectations and what families and students could comply with. In this way
we were able to use a familiar, unadorned practice—homework—that pro-
motes learning and appeared to work well for the majority of students and,
with some adjustments, make it work for almost every student in the school.

HOME-SCHOOL CONNECTIONS THROUGH HOMEWORK

(Portions of this section are based on Jiménez-Hami, 1993, and Jiménez-Hami
& Goldenberg, 1994. I am indebted to Ana Jiménez-Hami for her excellent
fieldwork and write-ups about home-school connections at Freeman.)

In 1991, Jessie and I decided to launch a homework initiative at Free-
man. The idea was uncomplicated: Homework promotes academic achieve-
ment, and parents whose children attended Freeman valued a strong academic
emphasis in general and homework in particular. We also knew (or thought)
that teachers and students would probably benefit from some institutional
supports for a school-wide homework initiative, so we hit on the idea of a
homework “liaison.” This was to be an experienced bilingual instructional
aide whose responsibility would be to follow up with students whose teach-
ers referred them for not doing homework. When a teacher made a referral,
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the aide would either call parents, make home visits, or as a final resort as-
sign the student to “homework club” to do assignments and receive extra
help if needed.

Homework In-Services

In the fall of 1991, I conducted two homework “in-services” with the fac-
ulty. This is another illustration of how we used faculty meetings as a setting
for change, as I discussed in Chapter 5. Faculty meetings became opportuni-
ties for focused and substantive presentations and discussions of topics directly
related to efforts to improve student achievement. In the terms of the School
Change Model discussed in Chapter 4, this was an example of teachers re-
ceiving assistance. Assistance was provided by an outside person (me) who
presented information, concepts, or activities integrally related to achieving
school-wide academic goals.

At the homework in-services, I talked about the different types of home-
work and their effects on student learning, drawing on sources such as Cooper,
1989, as well as Walberg, Paschal, and Weinstein, 1985. But I especially tried
to feature findings from my research showing how parents valued academic
attainment, wanted strong academic programs for their children, and highly
valued teacher efforts to reach out and involve the home in promoting aca-
demic achievement. I first played a parlor game with the faculty where I
handed out a sheet with nine quotes. (See Figure 7.1.) Some of the quotes
had been collected as part of my research; others were from published sources.
The authors of the quotes included parents in the Lawson school district.
But they also included a professional football player with some college edu-
cation, a famous journalist and author, and two teenage immigrants. Could
teachers tell from the quotes who said what?2 Teachers quickly realized how
difficult it was to determine who the authors of the quotes were since they
expressed such similar sentiments: All were testaments to parents’ desires for
their children to improve their lot in life and the belief that formal schooling
had an important role to play in this regard.

I also reported some of my other findings, such as those described ear-
lier in this chapter. I especially hit hard on the point that parents valued and
wanted their children to receive academic assignments to work on at home—
homework, in other words. Homework, in fact, is a highly meaningful cul-
tural construct for parents. They refer to it as tarea, which means “work or
task,” and carries with it the connotation of an obligation. I suggested, there-
fore, that homework is a natural and logical form of parent involvement that
can be expected to yield results in terms of student achievement. Moreover,
we can expect that parents will respond positively to sending homework
consistently.



124 Successful School Change

1. "[My children] are going to say (perhaps they say it already) 'Our father 
bothers us too much—study, study, study.' But I use myself as an example. 
You [the children] don't want to be doing what I am doing [cleaning
airplanes] at my age. I want you to do something different. My children 
should do what I couldn't." 

2. "I quit working twice in order to take care of them [her children] here at 
home. . . . We got very careless with them. [And] when we saw that they 
were [having trouble at school], I stopped working and there I was at home,
until they got back on track with their schoolwork."

3. "I should have . . . concentrated on getting an education. If you're educated, 
you can do anything—that's what I [have to] make my kid understand." 

4. "I think that for a parent, the most important thing is the children's education. 
You need to dedicate time to them, although you're sometimes busy. But 
[you must] dedicate time to them, because a child's development . . . depends 
upon the parents.” 

5. "[She] recalls the time when the family was so poor that her mother had to 
wash the same clothes every day. Now she says, it's up to me and my brother 
to fulfill their dreams. It's like an obsession to please them." 

6. [Speaking of his mother] "What she wanted of life was security . . . she
dreamed for her children . . . of a ‘good job,’ a ‘government job,’ perhaps
even a schoolteacher's job, which was the farthest limit of her ambition. She 
wanted no factory job for [her children]." 

7. [Speaking of his mother] "She [did] not want me to lead a life such as the one
they had to live when they were young. They had to work hard, sacrifice 
themselves . . . The most important thing I could do for my parents was to
become a doctor. . . . I would be the first professional in my family." 

8. [Speaking of her first-grade son] "If he could be a teacher or a doctor. I don't
want him to remain here like me, without having studied or anything. I'd like 
him to be an educated person." 

9. "If you've studied, you have many opportunities open to you. Otherwise, you 
have to clean houses or ask [for handouts] because you don't know how to do 
anything else. . . . Even though I did not study, I feel I have been intelligent,
because I learned by myself how to read and write, even without having gone
to school. [But] I use myself as an example for them. I tell them not to be an 
illiterate like me. I want them to be something in this life." 

* See Notes section, Chapter 7, n. 2, for answers. 

FIGURE 7.1. Who said it?*
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To drive these points home, I showed two graphs from a kindergarten
study we had recently completed. Research assistants had been asked to rate
(following numerous home visits)

•teachers’ attempts to involve parents academically (on a scale from
“none” to “very strong”),

•the impact of starting school on children’s home literacy experiences
(on a scale from 1 [very little] to 5 [a great deal]), and

•parents’ own ratings of their satisfaction with their child’s academic
learning during kindergarten (also on a scale from 1 [very dissatis-
fied] to 5 [very satisfied]).

The graphs (Figures 7.2 and 7.3) show an unmistakable correlation
between teachers’ attempts to involve parents in their children’s academic
development and (1) children’s home literacy experiences and (2) parents’
satisfaction with the child’s school experience. In other words, the more teach-
ers reached out to parents, sent home academic assignments, and encour-
aged academic activities in the home, the more of a positive impact teachers

FIGURE 7.2. Graph distributed at homework in-service (home literacy

experiences)
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had on children’s home learning opportunities and on parents’ satisfaction.
These were striking findings.

I also discussed with teachers some of our broader findings about par-
ents’ worldviews and how staying in school and doing well can be seen as
part of a larger mental scheme parents have about their children staying on
“the good path” (Reese, Balzano, Gallimore, & Goldenberg, 1995; I am
grateful to members of our research team Leslie Reese and Silvia Balzano
for their contributions to the concept of “el camino”).

To encapsulate these findings, I showed teachers a graphic depiction I had
made of a bifurcating road. (See Figure 7.4.) One fork is “El buen camino”
(“the good path”); the other is “El mal camino” (“the bad path”). Parents
obviously want their children to stay on el buen camino, which means, opera-
tionally, that children are well-behaved, know right from wrong, are bien
educados (“well-mannered”), stay in school, and are successful in school and
beyond. The mal camino is the antithesis.

With the preceding as background, I provided numerous suggestions for
different types of homework and how they fit into an overall scheme for im-
proving academic achievement at the school. Some of these were things I de-
veloped and used when I taught first grade. Others were materials I developed
when I worked with a group of teachers at Benson after I stopped teaching

FIGURE 7.3. Graph distributed at homework in-service (parent satisfaction)
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there. I presented some very concrete and “user-friendly” forms teachers could
photocopy and use immediately to communicate with parents what their child’s
homework was. Figure 7.5 provides an example in English and in Spanish.

My presentation was not without controversy. Some teachers expressed
reservations about sending homework, saying that it can overburden fami-

El buen camino

El mal camino

well-behaved

knows right from wrong

good manners—bien educado

stays in school

is successful in school and beyond

poorly behaved

bad manners—mal educado

gangs, drugs, bad influences and friends

drops out of school

makes nothing of himself/herself

Moral development is the basis

for academic development.

Morals support and encompass

academics.

FIGURE 7.4. “El camino de la vida”
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FIGURE 7.5. Sample forms to communicate homework assignments to parents

Nombre _________________________  Fecha ________________

Tarea:

__________________________________________________________
1.  Matemáticas 

__________________________________________________________
2.  Lectura 

__________________________________________________________
3.  Otra

X ________________________________________________________
 firma del padre

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Name _________________________  Date ________________

Homework:

__________________________________________________________
1.  Math

__________________________________________________________
2.  Reading/language

__________________________________________________________
3.  Other

X ________________________________________________________
parent’s signature 

lies and interfere with the “quality of life” in homes. Some of the teachers
found the homework their own children received too intrusive into family
life, and they were wary of having a similar effect on their students and their
families. Others disagreed (sometimes loudly) and spoke of the need to in-
still responsibility in students and have them practice and reinforce lessons
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at home; homework was a good way to do both, they argued. No one chal-
lenged directly my contention that parents valued homework. The disagree-
ment centered on teachers’ own beliefs about homework and their experiences
as parents (although perhaps teachers voicing skepticism from their own
experiences implicitly were suggesting that Freeman’s parents might not be
as favorably disposed as I was saying).

This, of course, is part of a larger and more deep-seated debate about
school-based academics and the role it should play in the lives of children
and families. We had a spirited discussion on these and other homework-
related matters. I saw it as positive, even though it was the type of thing that
could easily have degenerated into a factional fight. It happens often, with
the “academically oriented” teachers lined up on one side and the “child-
(or family-) centered” on the other, the two locked in eternal struggle. A ma-
jority gets caught in the middle and wishes the debate society would end and
they could get on with something productive. During the discussion I tried
to underscore the point that we’re dealing with multiple and sometimes con-
flicting demands and pressures on teachers, children, and families. I suggested
we had to be mindful of these demands and pressures and try to balance them
appropriately. I had no tidy answers. We ended the meeting with at least
tacit consensus among the faculty that it is probably beneficial to find ways
to extend student academic learning opportunities beyond the school hours.
And for this, homework can play a very useful role.

Finally, after the presentation and discussion about homework, I pre-
sented the “homework liaison” plan to the faculty and introduced the bilin-
gual aide who would be in this position.

The Homework Liaison

The idea behind the homework liaison was that while homework could be
expected to boost student achievement, there could be problematic aspects
to it. Some students did not complete and return homework consistently. This
led to frustration and sometimes even discouraged teachers from following
regular and consistent homework practices. For some students and families,
homework might actually pose difficulties, as indeed some of the teachers
had suggested in the preceding discussion. Students might not have a place
to work, or parents might not understand or be able to supervise adequately,
or any number of other factors might interfere. So our plan was to provide
a sort of a safety net that would encourage teachers to assign homework
regularly, provide them support in following up with students who were not
returning homework consistently, and—most important—provide support
to students who for whatever reason were not getting their homework done
consistently.



130 Successful School Change

The homework liaison program consisted of three components: a refer-
ral, home-school contacts, and an after-school homework club. The process
would start when a teacher referred a student because the student was not
turning in completed homework assignments. Referrals would be on simple
forms available outside the liaison’s office door. The teacher was to identify
the student being referred, what the homework problem was (e.g., home-
work assignments missing and if possible, dates of missing assignments), and
other pertinent information so that the homework liaison could talk with
parents about specifics rather than generalities.

Following the referral, the liaison would contact parents by telephone
or, if necessary, make a home visit. He would explain the problem and so-
licit parents’ assistance in helping their son or daughter complete and return
assignments. Ideally, that would be the end of the matter. But if the parent
said she or he could not help, or if there was some problem that made com-
pleting homework too difficult, or if after one or more parent contacts the
homework situation had not improved, the student (with parental permis-
sion) was assigned to the “homework club.” The homework club would meet
after school, between 2:30 and 4:00 p.m., Monday through Thursday. Stu-
dents would be given time, space, supervision, and assistance, if needed, to
complete their assignments.

That was it. It was fairly simple (although the homework liaison aide
did benefit from someone—either the school counselor, myself, or Bill—regu-
larly “checking in” to see how things were going and if referrals were being
followed up). But the scheme worked as intended. Over the next several years,
teachers made about 100 referrals per year. The liaison contacted parents,
usually in Spanish, by telephone (10 or fewer each year required home visits);
in many cases, once parents realized children were not doing their homework,
they actively monitored it, and the problem was solved. In some cases parent
contacts were not sufficient and students were assigned to homework club.
There they had help and supervision from the homework liaison (and occa-
sionally teachers who walked into the homework club to check on students
or talk to the homework liaison) in order to complete their assignments.

Teacher Responses

Teachers responded well to the initial in-services and to the subsequent plan
implementation. We conducted surveys of homework practices for the next
several years and found that teachers consistently reported assigning home-
work 4 or 5 times per week. This was confirmed by school-wide parent sur-
veys in the spring of 1992, 1993, and 1994 (survey return rate from parents
was 85% to 90% each year). Between 69% and 77% of parents reported
that their children received homework fives times a week. Virtually all the
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rest said children received homework three or four times a week. No more
than 2 or 3% of parents reported that children received homework fewer
than three times a week.

Teacher responses to the homework liaison plan were also positive. Within
a day of the in-service, referrals started coming in. In 1992–93, 16 teachers
(out of a faculty of 30) made 96 homework referrals on 61 different students;
35 students attended the homework club. In 1993–94, 20 teachers made a total
of 110 homework referrals on 72 different students; over 40 students attended
homework club.

These numbers corroborated the fact that for the large majority of
Freeman’s 800 students, homework was not a problem. But for about 10%,
it created the need for additional supports. The most common problems re-
ported by teachers, parents, or students themselves were the following: home-
work being assigned in a language parents did not know well; children not
having a quiet, well-lit place to study or do assignments at home; and par-
ents working nights or long hours and being unable to monitor and help.

As we had hoped, the homework liaison program was especially helpful
to teachers who were having trouble getting students to return homework.
These were also the teachers who, for whatever reason, had difficulty contacting
parents or enlisting parental support. A survey conducted in March 1994
showed that the 16 teachers who had not referred students reported only 6%
of their class was having difficulties returning homework. In contrast, the
12 teachers who had referred students to the homework liaison reported on
average over 26% of their class did not return homework regularly. Teachers
who used the homework liaison’s services were overwhelmingly positive:

Very helpful. Great system to support teachers.

The program has worked for me. There is immediate contact with
parents and feedback to the teacher.

[The homework liaison] does a great job contacting the parents . . .
and immediately the students would start bringing their homework
again . . . getting their homework done will have a direct effect on
their classwork.

Students get in the habit of doing [homework] and eventually become
responsible about completing it. They start feeling a sense of pride
and their motivation continues to grow.

We conducted 17 case studies of referred students in 1992–93 and 1993–
94. Of the 17 teachers interviewed, 16 felt that the student had improved his
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or her homework return rate; of these, 15 attributed the improvement to the
homework liaison. When teachers were asked if their students’ reported
improvement was somehow related to the homework referral process, this
teacher’s response was typical: “Absolutely . . . a direct result of the referral
process, and getting him into the homework club.”

Teachers also reported positive changes in students as a result of the
home-school contacts and attending the homework club—higher levels of
motivation and responsibility and more positive attitudes toward schoolwork.
These were all changes echoed by the parents, and interestingly enough, were
the sorts of things I had experienced when I began contacting parents as a
junior high school teacher years before.

Parent Responses

Parents were also extremely positive about their children’s homework. In the
first spring survey, in 1992, parents were asked whether they thought home-
work can help children learn and do better in school. Over 97% answered
yes. In subsequent years we asked parents whether they thought the home-
work their own children were receiving helped them learn and do better in
school. Nearly 90% said yes; about 10% said “somewhat.” As already men-
tioned, about 70% of parents school-wide reported that children received
daily homework and nearly all the rest said they received homework three
or four times a week. In 1994, 98% of parents said children received home-
work four or five times a week. Most parents (60%) reported that children
spent an average of an hour or more on homework each night; about a third
said children spent about 30 minutes.

Did parents think the amount of homework was excessive? No. Parents
were in fact more likely to think it was too little rather than too much. We
asked parents in the yearly surveys whether they thought the amount of
homework teachers sent was too much, enough (“suficiente”), or not enough.
Between 84% and 89% said it was enough. From 7% to 12% said it was
not enough. Five percent or fewer said it was too much. Only parents who
said their children did on average more than an hour of homework each night
were more likely to say it was too much rather than too little. But even here,
only 7–8% said more than an hour per night was too much. Four or five
percent still said it was not enough!

What about homework’s downside? In 1992 we asked whether the
homework children brought caused any problems in the home. A large ma-
jority—over 86%—said no; 2.5% said yes and a little under 7% said some-
times. We asked whether children have a place at home where they can do
homework? Nearly 90% of parents answered yes; over 4% said sometimes;
6% said no or usually not. The picture was quite clear: Parents were over-
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whelmingly in favor of the homework their children were receiving and felt
it made a positive contribution to academic achievement. Very few parents
thought the amount was excessive; slightly more thought it was even insuf-
ficient. Moreover, homework was not problematic for the large majority of
families. However, for those families for which homework created difficult
issues, some sort of support or accommodation was necessary.

Parent interviews (conducted with parents of students referred to the
homework liaison) revealed that parents were also very positive about the
home-school contacts and the work of the homework liaison. Parents felt
the contacts had a positive impact on their level of awareness and their sup-
port and involvement with children’s education. For example:

[Being contacted by the homework liaison] made a lot of difference.
For one thing I didn’t know that this was happening, so I began to
help [my son]. He immediately began to do his homework again and
do better.

Ya empezó a mejorar . . . pienso que es por la ayuda del señor . . .
también porque le están avisando a uno . . . y uno se da cuenta, y si
uno no se da cuenta y se cree que todo está bien, uno no puede
ayudar al niño a mejorar. (He has already begun to improve because
of the man’s help [the homework liaison] . . . also because one is
informed . . . and one is advised of the problems, and if one does not
notice [the problem] and thinks that everything is okay, one cannot
help the child improve.)

Nine of the 10 parents interviewed in 1992–93 reported that their chil-
dren had improved academically over the year. Four of those parents attrib-
uted the improvement to the home-school contacts that took place, which
made them aware of the need to provide further assistance to their children.
Four other parents attributed their children’s academic improvement par-
ticularly to the help they received at the homework club.

Parents attributed students’ improvement to parents’ own increased
level of involvement, a direct result of being contacted by the homework
liaison. When asked in 1993–94 whether they thought the improvement
they observed in their child was due to being contacted, this parent’s response
was typical:

Yo pienso que sí . . . gracias que me llamaron . . . sí, sirvió mucho . . .
ha agarrado más responsabilidad con su trabajo. (I think so . . .
thanks to the call . . . it helped a lot . . . he has become more respon-
sible with his work.)
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Parents were even more positive about the homework liaison than were
teachers. While 7 of 10 teachers interviewed in 1993–94 thought that chil-
dren had improved academically and that the homework referral system had
had a positive effect, all 10 parents (of the same children) thought the chil-
dren had improved academically, and 9 of the 10 thought the additional help
children were receiving in completing homework had helped.

In sum, according to teachers and parents, homework in general and
the homework liaison program in particular had a positive impact on stu-
dents’ academic experiences. The large majority of students at Freeman did
not need the extra support the homework liaison provided. But for those who
did, establishing meaningful contacts with parents regarding homework prob-
lems contributed to parental awareness and their direct involvement in
children’s education.

Students themselves also corroborated that the homework club was
helpful for those who needed additional help. The following are typical state-
ments from students:

My mom and dad didn’t understand English and I started going [to
the homework club] so that [the homework liaison] could help me
with English. [My parents] think it is very good for me because it
helps me very much . . . Now I understand English better and I don’t
need his [the homework liaison] help so much.

Antes no hacía la tarea porque no entendía. Ahora sí. (Before I could
not do the homework because I could not understand it. Now I can.)

Cuando me apuntaron en el “homework club” estaba mas callado y
ahí concentraba . . . para pensar . . . y sin ruido . . . antes estaba en
“probation” y ya me quitaron . . . sí, he mejorado. (When they signed
me up for the homework club it was quieter, and I could concentrate
there . . . so I could think . . . without noise . . . before I was on
probation, but now I’m off. Yes, I have improved.)

OTHER HOME-SCHOOL CONNECTION EFFORTS AT FREEMAN

To what extent can we generalize our experience with homework to other
forms of parent involvement or home-school connections? I can offer no
definitive answer. Indeed, we got mixed results from some of the other ef-
forts at parent involvement at Freeman, such as a parent volunteer group.
This group never quite got off the ground. Several parents expressed an in-
terest in volunteering in classrooms or doing clerical work (e.g., photocopy-
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ing, filing), but over the weeks and months of the 1992–93 school year,
participation dwindled, and the group was not resurrected the following year.
It might have been because of logistical problems or top-down school lead-
ership that did not give parents sufficient say in running the group or inter-
personal conflicts or teachers being unwilling or not having the time to show
parents how they could be helpful in their classes. To one degree or another
each of these created obstacles. Perhaps implicit in one or more of these sur-
face symptoms were deep-seated differences between parents and staff, rooted
in the sorts of cultural or social class “discontinuities” previously discussed.
Or it might be that creating a cadre of parent volunteers is a complex form
of parent involvement and requires more than some simple adjustments to
accommodate culturally diverse parents.

In other respects, there were some apparent successes with home-school
connections, in addition to the homework liaison. We always had good turn-
outs for back to school nights and parent conferences (between 75% and
95%). Early in the project we developed a “home-school contract,” where
children’s teachers and parents signed a commitment letter pledging to do
what was necessary to provide children with the support they needed to suc-
ceed in school. Two parents provided us with very useful feedback on the
grade-level goals and expectations (although five parents had said they would
attend a meeting for this purpose), which were presented in “parent-friendly”
terms at back-to-school nights in the fall. Freeman’s School Site Council
usually drew at least 30 or 40 parents per meeting.

In addition, a parent involvement workgroup was started by seven teach-
ers in 1995. More teachers became interested in parent involvement, and
within a year, 18 teachers—more than half the faculty—were involved in some
aspect of programs and activities for parents. A group of teachers applied
for and obtained a parent involvement and parent education grant from the
district, in which over 100 parents participated in classes and activities de-
signed to promote children’s (and parents’) literacy, communication, and
computer skills. The programs were extremely successful, judging from feed-
back and comments by parents and teachers. The following are typical of
comments parents made on end-of-year surveys:

Yo estoy muy agradecida por el programa . . . Me ayudó mucho.
Espero aprovechar lo máximo el próximo año. Ojalá me sea posible.
(I am very grateful for the program . . . It helped me a lot. I hope to
take advantage of it as much as possible next year. I hope it will be
possible.)

Me gustaría que la clase fuera por lo menos de 2 horas por semana.
Bueno, eso si se puede. Ahora si no, yo de todos modos asistiré, y
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gracias por está gran oportunidad que nos brindan. (I would like for
the class to be at least 2 hours per week. Well, if that’s possible. If
not, I will still attend, and thank you for this wonderful opportunity
you have offered us.)

Creo que es muy provechoso, pues los niños son muy inteligentes y si
nos veen estudiar a nosotros tambien ellos se van a animar a mejorar
sus clases. (I think it’s very [helpful]. Children are very intelligent and
if they see us studying, too, they will be motivated to improve in their
classes.)

In telephone interviews, a random sample of parents who had participated
in the parent classes made observations such as the following:

Más que todo me ha gustado tener relaciones con los maestros. Hablo
con otros maestros también, no solo con los que están con mis niños.
Siento más confianza que en el pasado. (Most of all, I have liked
having a relationship with the teachers. I speak with other teachers
also, not only my children’s. I feel more confident [a better, more
understanding relationship] than in the past.)

Cuando uno entra a la escuela la conoce más. Se siente parte de la
escuela. Al ir, va uno un poco más tímido. Pero al terminar el curso
ya tiene uno mejor relación con los maestros y conoce donde queda
cada cosa ubicada en la escuela y más confianza para hacerle
preguntas a los maestros. (When you go into the school, you are
more familiar with it. You feel a part of it. When you first start, you
are a little more timid. But once you finish the class, you have a
better relationship with the teachers and you know where different
things are in the school and you feel more confident [have a better
relationship] in asking teachers questions.)

Teacher reports were also extremely positive. For example:

I think that I developed a rapport with parents that I did not have
before. I never saw them. It was a really nice way to interact with
parents in a positive way, like a teacher-friend. It was a very non-
threatening, enjoyable situation.

[My experience has been] positive in that I saw students with low
readiness skills dramatically improve. In two particular cases I would
have retained [them]. Now they are going to first grade. I feel positive
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that if the parents continue to work with them they will do fine. The
parents got very involved with the kids.

Ideally, a comprehensive and well-functioning parent involvement pro-
gram would include a wide range of activities targeting different aspects
of the school’s operation—for example, regular communications with par-
ents, classes and other ways for parents to learn how to help their children,
homework to promote learning beyond school hours, opportunities for
parents to participate in school governance, and opportunities for parents
to volunteer and work in classrooms and elsewhere in the school (Epstein,
1992; Goldenberg, 1993). What is clear is that the parents at Freeman
possessed the interest and ability to create productive connections with
educators at the school. The challenge at Freeman—as at other schools—
was to take advantage of these resources in ways that would benefit stu-
dents. It is a challenge we have not fully met in thousands of schools across
the country.
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8

School–University Links:

Settings for Joint Work

The history of relationships between public schools and colleges is

filled with examples of conflict and hostility.

(Trubowitz, Duncan, Longo, & Sarason, 1984, p. 7)

We just seem to work against such odds. But I think all of us really

feel dedicated and inspired to work against these odds. And that’s

because of the support we have, the support we have with our princi-

pal, the support we have from [the university], the academic role,

coming in and validating us, so I think it all works together.

(Freeman teacher, 1994)
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THE FREEMAN project was an explicit, collaborative attempt by prac-
titioners and university-based researchers to improve teaching and learn-

ing at a public elementary school. This much should be clear by now. Per-
haps less clear is why this collaboration was, according to all participants
and to objective measures of student learning, successful. School–university
collaborations, as Trubowitz and others (e.g., Fullan, 1991; Minner, 1994;
Sarason, 1984; Sirotnik & Goodlad, 1988) have pointed out, have a com-
plex and sometimes problematic history. The irony is inescapable and to the
person on the street probably incomprehensible. Shouldn’t educational prac-
titioners and academics—teachers and professors of education—both be
driven by a common desire to improve schooling for students, and shouldn’t
this common desire then encourage, even propel, them to work collaboratively
toward this end? Unfortunately, this is a collaboration loaded with trouble.

THE PERILS OF SCHOOL–UNIVERSITY COLLABORATION

Schools and universities differ in many respects—cultural and professional
norms; academic and professional training, preparation, and experience of
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the people who work there; reward structures and conditions of work; as-
sumptions about the nature of knowledge and its relationship to action; the
status of individuals who work in each institution; and countless others.
School faculties and university faculties often regard each other with atti-
tudes that make collaboration at best difficult: suspicion, distrust, scorn,
defensiveness, and condescension. Each accuses the other of their own brand
of short-sightedness and parochialism. Educators who work in schools have
told me that what academics care about is their next article or grant. From
the other side, I once heard a famous educational academic declare publicly
at a meeting of the American Educational Research Association that most
school superintendents cannot think past their retirement plans. University
faculty think the quality of teaching in the schools is generally mediocre to
awful; educators think most academics do not know the first thing about
running schools and teaching children.

There is no question that the basic outlooks of in-the-field practitioners
and in-the-academy scholars are very different. Former president of the
American Educational Research Association Richard Shavelson states very
plainly what motivates and concerns academics:

My reference group is researchers. I strive to conduct research that warrants
their attention, and if I do well, I am rewarded by my peers. . . . We frame
problems in ways consistent with the latest research and use approved meth-
ods. . . . [Our] findings . . . usually bear on the theory that originally motivated
the inquiry. (Shavelson, 1988, p. 9)

Teachers and administrators, in contrast, have little concern with im-
pressing researchers, framing problems in ways that are consistent with the
latest research methods, or producing findings that have a bearing on
someone’s theory. Their concerns have to do with making things better for
their students or themselves or both. If they have any interest in research, it
is usually research that answers specific and concrete questions about the
situations they face; even then, they will often disbelieve the results of re-
search if it does not accord with their own experience (Minner, 1994). In
principle, educational researchers should be able to marry their theoretical
and methodological concerns with issues that concern work-a-day practi-
tioners; in practice, they rarely do. Trubowitz describes the tenuous relation-
ship between educational practitioners and academics as follows:

Public school staff refer to college professors as woolly-headed theorists with
no sense of reality about actual classrooms. College faculty warn of involve-
ment with public schools and their bureaucracy. They point to innovative stu-
dent teachers who are sucked up into the morass of public school[s]. . . . [S]chool
people are weary of an in-service education plan in which a big-name expert
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from the university arrives upon the scene and gives “solutions” to their prob-
lems and then quickly moves away from the situation. . . . [P]rofessional edu-
cators and social scientists fail to do justice to the complicated problems involved
in originating educational innovation. [There is a] tendency [for] professors to
deal with issues at general and lofty levels rather than to give concepts con-
crete operational definitions. (Trubowitz et al., 1984, pp. 7–8)

Then there is the matter of power and control, another factor that is
potentially fatal for school-university collaborations. Who will be in charge?
Who is calling the shots? Our project ran into a serious snag over one par-
ticular issue directly related to power and control. At the beginning of the
third year we found out that by being out of their classrooms for daylong
meetings, teachers ran the risk of failing to qualify for salary step increases.
When I discovered this (because, coincidentally, my wife had been denied a
step increase) I had a contentious meeting with the superintendent where I
tried to insist that teachers participating in the project be immediately in-
formed that by being out of the classroom they ran the risk of missing step
increases. The superintendent resisted making any announcements and in-
stead said he would make sure that principals “monitored” the situation. I
responded by saying I could not in good conscience continue working with
teachers without their knowing, explicitly, the risk they ran. It wasn’t so much
the policy I objected to (although I certainly objected to it). What I was argu-
ing for was simply letting teachers know what they risked by participating
in daylong meetings. “People respect me and trust me,” I told the superin-
tendent. “I’d feel as if I’m violating that trust if I didn’t let them know that
as a result of missing classroom days they were risking not getting a step
increase.”

Then he let me have it. “Claude, let me be very clear about this,” he
said. “That is not your job. It is the job of the principal to monitor these
things and to inform people if they are getting close to exceeding the maxi-
mum number of days they can be out of the classroom.” Then he added: “If
you try and step over this boundary and try to do the principal’s job, your
research is finished in this district. You are here at the pleasure of the dis-
trict. And if you try and do the principal’s job or take on any responsibility
that is the principal’s, you’re through here.”

Sarason (1990) characterizes the issue of power and how it relates to
educational reform by saying that the problem is “one of a bureaucratic tra-
dition and style in which those directly or indirectly affected by an educa-
tional policy [do] not have a voice in formulating that policy” (p. 51). He
argues that this tradition poses serious obstacles to meaningful reform. My
confrontation with the superintendent illustrates this conflict directly: Teach-
ers were being affected by a policy in which not only did they have no voice
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(“miss too many days from the classroom, and miss your step increase”);
but they didn’t even know it existed, and the superintendent did not want
them informed until an individual was close to the cutoff for a step increase.

More to the point of the present chapter, this power joust (I wanted to
get the information out, the superintendent did not—who would prevail?)
served to underline yet again the fragile nature of school-university collabo-
rations. From his standpoint, the superintendent might have had very good
reasons for maintaining tight control over the information; from my stand-
point I would not withhold information that was of material consequence
to the teachers.

I discussed the matter with Jessie and one of the teachers, and we de-
cided to stop our daylong meetings rather than subject teachers to a risk they
would unwittingly be taking. We would hold meetings in the afternoons;
teachers would be released an hour early from their classes and stay an hour
after school. This arrangement resulted in shorter and far less productive
meetings; our progress was considerably slowed. But under the circumstances
it was our only option, an unambiguous acknowledgment of who had and
wielded the power. Our project really existed “at the pleasure of the district,”
as the superintendent reminded me, no matter what positive outcomes it was
producing. Power, not outcomes, ruled.

Despite this potentially terminal encounter, however, the story of the
Freeman project and the relationships between practitioners (at the school)
and academics were very different from what Trubowitz and others have
described. There was a commonality of interest, a complementarity of roles
and functions that seemed unusual, given the history of these ventures. Even
power and control were not issues at the school itself, since everything was
subsumed under a common set of driving assumptions and operating prin-
ciples to which we all at some level subscribed. University researchers were
not there to test out theories (although, clearly we had some), but to con-
tribute to helping address the challenges teachers faced. One teacher, in 1994,
when asked to offer an explanation for the improvement in student achieve-
ment and changes in the school overall, echoed the teacher quoted at the
beginning of this chapter:

We have a principal who has allowed teachers to identify problems
and given them the support both in time and in bringing in outside
resources, people from UCLA, to help facilitate figuring out where
they want to go, how they want to get there, and if it’s possible to
accomplish it.

There was a sense among the school staff that researchers and practi-
tioners were working toward common ends; even more, that the univer-
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sity personnel were working in support of what the school’s staff wanted
to accomplish—improving teaching and learning. There was no indication
of the sort of academic-practitioner gulf that seems endemic to these efforts.
On the contrary: The overwhelming perception was that we were all on
the same side and pulling in the same direction. How did these perceptions
arise?

PRECONDITIONS FOR COLLABORATION

There were a number of factors, all of them interrelated, that help explain
our successful school-university partnership. Ultimately, however, it came
down to this: Researchers and practitioners created stable, productive, and
focused settings that permitted us to do the complex, challenging, and often
ambiguous work required to make and sustain changes at the school. I will
try to illustrate what this looked like in practice in the second half of this
chapter. But I would first like to identify three preconditions that made the
creation of these settings possible:

•inclination, time, and opportunity on the part of the researchers to
do this sort of long-term work;

•shared goals among all participants, both researchers and practitio-
ners;

•a productive model for change that also proved to be a productive
model for school-university collaboration.

Inclination, Time, Opportunity

One set of factors contributing to our successful partnership had to do with
what might be called “inclination, time, and opportunity” on the part of the
university participants. Bill and I might have been woolly headed theorists,
as Trubowitz describes, but at least we had the advantage of not being pro-
fessors. In many respects we identified more with the school staff than with
university faculty or other researchers. Our own classroom teaching experi-
ence was very recent (I had taught first grade until 1988; Bill finished teach-
ing high school in 1987), and even after we had left the classroom formally,
both of us continued to be involved in activities that put us in constant con-
tact with teachers, students, and classrooms. We felt very comfortable in
working situations with teachers and students, both in and out of classrooms,
and we understood many of the issues and conflicting tensions that class-
room teachers face. We were able and willing to help the school staff work
through some of the innumerable “local” issues that are just as much a part
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of school reform as are the issues defined by the research and policy com-
munities (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991).

Teachers and administrators had to balance the demands of this project
with demands of state and district policies, initiatives, or curriculum changes.
One year, the project was almost overwhelmed by the state “Program Qual-
ity Review” (see Chapter 5), but Bill was helpful in aligning the demands of
the review with our ongoing efforts to help improve teaching and learning.
The review actually provided additional impetus for implementing some of
the assessment strategies we were encouraging teachers to try in their class-
rooms (see the second half of this chapter). Under different circumstances, if
Bill and I had not been able to help the staff fold in seemingly competing
pressures and requirements into one larger unified effort, the project could
have disintegrated.

Thanks to a number of funding sources (duly and thankfully acknowl-
edged at the front of this volume), Bill and I were able to devote large amounts
of time to this project. I began when I was a research psychologist at UCLA
and was heavily involved in the project from the outset. Bill started in a lim-
ited capacity in 1991 when he was still completing his doctorate; he contin-
ued at full tilt beginning in 1992–93. Being on “soft money” (as academics
refer to salaries paid from grants) has many disadvantages, but being free
from teaching university classes, advising doctoral students, doing univer-
sity committee work, and worrying about the usual tenure mill pressures are
not among them. We had the time to do this project; in fact, we created the
time to do it. In the first 3 years of the project I was at the school a minimum
of twice per week and spending perhaps the equivalent of another full day
on project-related work. Bill originally went once per week, but by the third
year he was also at the school at least twice every week too, again, not count-
ing large amounts of time spent off-campus but devoted to the project.1

Whatever else we can say about this kind of work, it takes unbelievable
amounts of time and effort. University faculty generally do not have the
opportunity, even if they had the interest, to take on such a project. And even
if they did have the opportunity and the interest, very few would have the
inclination. The time demands are enormous and the rewards, successes, and
general wherewithal uncertain in the extreme. For faculty in research uni-
versities, getting involved in such a venture is particularly risky, given the
very stringent academic publishing requirements and the virtually nil prob-
ability that such a venture will produce refereed publications in short order.
But even for faculty in institutions that do not place such a premium on
publishing in top archival journals, the time requirements and the risks of
failure can still be prohibitive. In short, there is very little institutional or
extrinsic incentive for faculty to undertake this sort of work; in fact, there
might be more disincentive. Successful public school–university collabora-
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tions that actually do involve faculty are possible, however, as Comer (1980),
Heckman et al. (1996), Trubowitz et al. (1984), Trubowitz and Longo (1997),
and others make clear. But inclination, time, and opportunity are necessary
ingredients. Someone, somehow must provide them.2

Agreement on Basic Goals

Another factor that made this collaboration work was a basic, rock-bottom,
non-negotiable agreement on our basic goal: tangible improvement in stu-
dent achievement. Everything else—theories, prerogatives, academic degrees,
pet peeves—was, to the extent anyone can really subordinate them, second-
ary. As I have discussed in earlier chapters, improving achievement was what
teachers, the principal, the parents, and university-based people were inter-
ested in. From my perspective, I had no particular theoretical agenda of which
I was aware, aside from the School Change Model I have already described.
More generally, my perspective was informed by diverse sources. For ex-
ample, I followed Argyris, Putnam, and Smith (1985) on the value of “ac-
tion science” for simultaneously solving practical problems while advancing
knowledge, Blumer (1969) on the meaning of social action for participants,
Bronfenbrenner (1979) on the ecology of human development, Comer (1980)
on the possibility of changing a public school for the better through concerted
and sensitive action, Edmonds (1979) on the creation of “effective schools”
that are successful with historically underserved groups, Fullan (1991) on
the role of meaning for successful school change, and Tharp and Gallimore
(1979, 1982, 1988) on the processes and settings required for individual and
program change.

My basic assumptions were that we could improve student achievement
by promoting concerted and coordinated action among the adults who are
most influential in the child’s life—parents and teachers. I also thought that
improving student achievement would depend less on implementing a par-
ticular program (although it was essential to be knowledgeable about pro-
grams and practices of demonstrated effectiveness) and more on helping bring
about more productive behaviors, norms, beliefs, and expectations among
educators so that they would begin to see changes in student achievement as
a result of changes in what they did (see Chapter 9 for some second thoughts).
Other than this rather broad view, I do not believe I was pushing a theoreti-
cal agenda; most definitely I was not pushing a particular program.

Certainly there were personal agendas among all the participants. Teach-
ers wanted to feel more successful and less frustrated about their work; the
principal wanted to turn the school around (this project was also part of her
dissertation study, which provided her with additional motivation); parents
wanted their children to do well in school to increase their chances of being
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successful in life; and Bill and I hoped that eventually this project would yield
results in terms of findings, insights, and so forth that we could write up,
publish, and use as the basis for continued work in this area. But none of
these more parochial interests—however legitimate in their own way—
clashed with the others or with the one interest we all shared. To the con-
trary, they reinforced, complemented, and were inextricably bound up with
each other. If one of us succeeded, we all did. It might sound hopelessly naïve,
but I think this was the basic outlook among everyone in the project.

Perhaps the existence of concrete and mutually shared goals is one of
those banalities—like the importance of getting things done, which I discussed
in the introduction—that seems too obvious to dwell on. But recall how the
perceived absence of shared goals, and a general questioning of the principal’s
motives, revealed built-in troubles and obstacles when the principal attempted
to launch the Academic Expectations Committee in the project’s first year
(Chapter 4). An interview I conducted with the principal, Jessie Sullivan, in
the fourth year of the project illustrates the many levels on which the exis-
tence of shared goals works and how important these shared goals were for
this school-university collaboration.

I asked Jessie why, in light of the problematic history of school-univer-
sity collaborations, she thought ours had been quite successful. She offered
a number of reasons, then made the following observation:

[Y]our and my agendas matched. From the beginnings of your
dissertation, you and I always felt that kids could achieve. We always
had the larger global goal to make our kids achieve more. That
agenda was always the same. . . .

When I asked how this influenced the project, she said:

We were never at odds . . . I never felt anything was a struggle . . .
[O]ur goal was the same. . . . We always came back to our ultimate
goal, and if it was going to help us achieve it, we pursued it; if it
wasn’t then we dropped it. [T]his whole process was analogous to a
marriage. When you have a good marriage you are going to have
differences, but the marriage is more important than the differences.

(This and the following quotations are taken from the full interview, which
is in the Appendix.)

Shared goals helped build trust, as Jessie says in another part of the in-
terview, and shared goals also helped prevent some problems (although not
all) between researchers and practitioners. Problematic and challenging topics
could be raised and discussed, even if not always resolved. One example was
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how to deal with the transition from Spanish to English instruction. In typi-
cal transitional bilingual education programs, such as the one that the dis-
trict used, once students are “transitioned” into English (usually between the
second and fourth grade), they no longer receive instruction in Spanish. I,
along with a few teachers at the school, believed in continuing Spanish in-
struction for the purpose of maintaining bilingualism and biliteracy. Others
at the school—including Jessie—preferred to “transition” students early and
have them receive instruction exclusively in English thereafter. Here is how
Jessie described our different positions and how she was able to reconcile
them because of the larger goals—and trust—we shared:

Originally I was very keen on transitioning kids as early as possible.
But remember how you pointed out to me that if we transition kids
early they lose the Spanish support, and that maybe they would lose
the higher-level cognitive things? I hadn’t ever thought about that
before. But . . . because your and my goals are the same, I really took
note. . . . [N]ow I’m thinking that getting them into English and
maintaining the Spanish are not inconsistent . . . I’ve been thinking
more about that, and I try to encourage others to think about it.

Issues of language use and language of instruction are highly charged,
as I pointed out earlier in this book. Yet we never allowed even these dis-
agreements to stand in the way of the common goal we did share, which
was to improve academic achievement in whichever language children were
learning.

A Model for Change and Collaboration

“Shared goals” are not, by themselves, sufficient. Without shared goals we
could not have gotten very far, but it is probably the case that many school-
university collaborations (or change efforts more generally) can claim shared
goals at some level. I suspect most projects begin with at least some level of
general agreement about what participants are trying to accomplish. But the
question becomes how and whether these goals then become translated into
concrete actions in the daily work of teachers and students. What do people
do as a result of these goals? Is there a school-university collaboration in
principle or in fact? If participants—researchers and practitioners—do noth-
ing different from before, then the goals—and the collaboration—remain
abstractions, wish statements, or fantasies.

“Goals that are set and shared” was of course one of four elements in
the change model that guided our work. The model pervaded virtually every
aspect of this project, including the school-university collaboration, and pro-
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vided, at least conceptually, the means for translating goals into actions and
results. Goals, indicators, assistance, and leadership (the four “change ele-
ments”) were ingredients we used time and again to help make changes, keep
moving forward, and maintain productive relations. When asked why she
thought our collaboration had been so successful, one of the first things Jessie
mentioned was our use of the change model. The model “really made a dif-
ference,” she said. “Because we had those four factors in mind, we kept going
back to [them]” (see Appendix).

Taken as a whole, the four elements of our model made many things
possible (although, of course, they guaranteed nothing). From the standpoint
of the school-university collaboration, perhaps the most important thing they
made possible was the creation of stable and productive settings for research-
ers and practitioners to do the challenging work required for making change.
In Chapters 4, 5, and 6 I described some of the settings in the school that
made the changes in teacher outlook and student achievement possible. The
remainder of this chapter will focus exclusively on the Academic Assessment
Committee, the issues it confronted, and how we tried to work through them.

SETTINGS FOR COLLABORATIVE WORK

Just as nothing was more vital to maintaining momentum and a sense of
getting things done than keeping the various settings at the school viable and
productive, nothing was more critical to our school-university collaboration
than maintaining stable settings where researchers and practitioners could
work together to accomplish concrete tasks. Both Bill and I, sometimes indi-
vidually and sometimes together, worked over extended periods (months and
years) with teachers and administrators in order to identify and address spe-
cific and concrete strategies, issues, dilemmas, obstacles, opportunities, and
anything else related to improving literacy attainment. We usually did this
in the context of explicit and well-recognized settings, such as the Academic
Expectations Committee, or the Academic Assessment Committee, or the
workgroups we led, or my weekly meetings with the principal. Whatever
conceptual tools we brought to the table, part of our responsibility lay in
helping translate them into concrete actions and producing tangible prod-
ucts that would inform the efforts to improve teaching and learning.

So, for example, instead of presenting research on stages and dimen-
sions of literacy development and exhorting teachers to use these as they
taught reading, I played an active role in writing the goals and expectations,
which the AEC discussed and took back to grade levels for further discus-
sion and revision (see Chapter 4). Instead of giving workshops on writing
instruction, Bill led writing workgroups with teachers and actually went into
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their classrooms to try things out, demonstrate, and bring the experiences
back to the next workgroup meeting and to general faculty meetings (see
Chapter 5).

The Academic Assessment Committee provides a particularly important
example in the context of the present chapter, since it best illustrates a set-
ting for long-term and productive joint work between university and school
personnel. I will try to illustrate what this was like in practice by describing
and presenting several excerpts from meetings held during 1992–93. (I am
indebted to Bill Saunders, who did a preliminary analysis and editing of the
transcript material used here. Transcripts have been further edited for ease
of reading. My thanks also to Laurette Cano and Anne Powell, who partici-
pated in early discussions and analyses on the transcripts presented here.)

The excerpts will not capture the full, complex, thick, and fully con-
textualized meetings, much less the total school-university partnership we
forged over several years. Many subtleties and nuances of our year’s work,
how it related to the larger project, and many of the group members’ contri-
butions have been left out. I either could not figure out how to represent them
adequately or space limitations prohibited the additional details required.
But I hope to provide at least a glimpse of how we worked and what went
on at a key setting where we puzzled through knotty conceptual and logisti-
cal challenges in order to begin to bring about changes we all assumed (or
hoped) would have the effects we wanted. We literally worked together to
get something very concrete accomplished—the introduction and use of “al-
ternative” forms of assessment to provide teachers with a better picture of
their students’ developing literacy skills and knowledge.

If in the transcripts and meeting descriptions that follow, the school-
university distinction seems to disappear, this is precisely the point: Bill and
I folded ourselves into the ongoing setting, working collaboratively and, to
the extent possible, seamlessly with the school staff to address concrete is-
sues of practice and implementation.

THE AAC: A SETTING FOR CHANGE AND COLLABORATION

The AAC met 16 times in 1992–93. Our goal was to develop in-class lan-
guage arts assessments to help teachers gauge progress on as many of the
goals and expectations as possible. Bill had already developed and piloted
assessments used in the spring of 1992, which in many respects were mod-
eled after California’s new (now unfortunately defunct) CLAS tests (Cali-
fornia Learning Assessment System). I had enlisted his help after the AEC
decided we should collect “baseline” data that year. The challenge for our
committee this year was to adapt these assessments, or develop new ones
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altogether, so that teachers would use them on an ongoing basis in their
classrooms.

During the course of working on this agenda, we covered some impor-
tant conceptual territory. Specifically, teachers found that by changing as-
sessment strategies they could gain important insights into student skills and
knowledge that standardized and end-of-book tests did not provide. They
also discovered a new relationship between assessment and instruction: As-
sessment and instruction should be of a piece—good assessment requires good
instruction, and vice versa. This perspective is a far cry from that of tradi-
tional assessment, as it has typically been practiced, limited as it is to tests at
the end of a book, unit, or the school year. Teachers in the AAC began to see
assessment in a new light—an “information hunt,” as Bill called it at one of
our early meetings and I tried to re-emphasize every chance I got.

All of this might seem relatively straightforward. But it is not. When
teachers are steeped in a culture that says the only valid assessments are
designed by “experts” in tests and measurement and when they are already
contending with a complex and demanding work situation, compounded by
the inherently complex and sometimes ambiguous nature of literacy devel-
opment and assessment, each of these insights is a hard-fought victory. We
found no way around this.

Rethinking Assessment: Time, Logistics, Complexity

An important aspect of the school reform movement of the past decade has
been an emphasis on new forms of student assessment (see, e.g., Blum & Arter,
1996; “Using Performance Assessment,” 1992). Fueled by a general distrust
of multiple-choice, standardized, norm-referenced tests, educators have been
seeking better ways to gauge student achievement. As with the difficulties in-
volved in school-university collaborations, the person on the street might be
puzzled. “Why should assessing student learning be such a problem? Multiple-
choice tests are obviously a very limited way of determining what students can
really do. Why not have students simply read and write in class or for home-
work so teachers can see whether they are learning adequately? What is so
complicated about that?” But again, surface simplicity belies a deeper com-
plexity. For one thing, over the past decades, achievement testing has become
highly technical, and as Brandt (1992) notes, standardized tests have become
“the measure of achievement.” Teachers might distrust standardized tests, but
the tests still have an aura of authority and definitiveness. This aura has been
further reinforced by state and federal policies mandating standardized test-
ing for school, teacher, and student “accountability.”

The most important issues, however, I think have to do with the sheer
complexity and ambiguity of teaching and learning themselves, a complex-
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ity compounded by the time and logistical demands classroom teachers face.
What to look for when judging student progress in reading and writing de-
pends a great deal on one’s particular perspective on how children learn to
read and write, and this turns out to be one of the most controversial areas
in educational research and practice. Do we look at ability to “sound out”
words? Fluency of word recognition? Literal understanding? Inferential abil-
ity? Creative interpretations? Self-motivated reading and writing? Spelling?
Grammar and conventions? Imaginative, even if unconventional, writing?
How can we really tell what students understand? What if they really un-
derstand but can’t express it? Do we look for different things at different
stages and grades? Do we use the same criteria for every student in the same
grade? Is expecting more always better? What if we make unreasonable de-
mands, especially for younger children? And once we decide what to look
for, what kinds of tasks do we use? Who is “qualified” to design and score
these tasks? And then how do you do it and manage it in classrooms, often
bilingual classrooms operating in two languages, with more than 30 chil-
dren in each? Developing and using more authentic assessments of student
learning is not, it turns out, as simple as organizing records.

The question of time, or more precisely, the lack of it, is particularly
difficult. Teachers already feel overloaded. They listen to suggestions that
they add to or change what they are doing and ask, “How am I going to add
this to what I am already doing, and if I do it, will it be worth my while?”
On a more complex level, the problem is not just a matter of time; it is also
a matter of complexity and not having a good idea how something new will
fit in to what is already in place. Teachers engage in complex behaviors and
thinking at many levels simultaneously. Anyone who has not taught cannot
fully appreciate the complexity of effectively managing and instructing (in about
a half-dozen subjects) a classroom of more than 30 (or even 20) children, a
group of disparate individuals who behave, react, and think differently, with
different backgrounds and skill levels, yet whose behaviors, reactions, and
thoughts have to be brought into some sort of coordinated and cohesive whole
if the entire operation is going to function smoothly and productively.

There is no way to emphasize enough how critical issues of time and
logistics are when implementing substantive changes in classroom practice.
Countless reforms have gone down in flames because, among other mistakes,
reformers failed to appreciate the time and logistical demands of what they
were asking teachers to do. As Fullan (1991) and others have pointed out,
reformers often have unrealistic timetables that do not permit teachers to
grapple with the conceptual and operational challenges that changes usu-
ally require.3 Teachers are not unwilling to change; rather, they face daunt-
ing challenges when they are asked to make substantial changes in their
practices. At the second AAC meeting, one teacher summed up perfectly how
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her colleagues were likely to respond to the AAC’s proposal that we develop
and use alternative assessments school-wide: “Some people might say it looks
like a lot more extra work, and it’s too complicated, and why don’t we stick
with what we have.”

These and other questions helped create the obstacle course the Academic
Assessment Committee, in collaboration with Bill and myself, tried to navigate.

Making Classroom Assessments Manageable

At the AAC’s second meeting, we had a general discussion about the desir-
ability of using some form of “alternative assessments”—the definition was
still somewhat vague—school-wide. Teachers were interested, although not
without reservations. They assumed that moving ahead with these assess-
ments would bring the school into line with reforms encouraged by the state
department of education and also provide them with a better way to assess
their students’ progress. One teacher commented that this type of assessment

is really a way of testing children which we haven’t tried yet. The
state of California is going that way, and it may even give us more
information about the kind of children we teach.

Another teacher echoed this sentiment:

In the fourth- and fifth-grade meeting I was in last year, there was a
great desire on their part to have access to more testing like this,
because they felt that it was more valid, something they wanted to see
pursued in the future.

But despite the positive initial outlook, we had obstacles from the out-
set, just as Jessie faced obstacles when she first proposed forming an Aca-
demic Expectations Committee 2 years before (Chapter 4). Yet again we are
reminded that there are always issues lurking that threaten to derail any
change effort (including, or maybe especially, a school-university reform
collaboration). In getting the AEC underway, Jessie had to contend with a
history of failed “objectives-driven” reform efforts, premature attempts to
make everyone “accountable,” and deep suspicions about her basic motives.
Here in the AAC, the big obstacles had to do with time and logistics. At this
point in the project we were far enough along and the whole enterprise had
sufficient credibility that we did not have to contend with basic questions
such as, “Why are we doing this and what is the hidden motivation?” But
we did have to contend with the ever-present question, “How are we going
to find the time to do it?”
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When the AAC met for the third time, after the AAC representatives
had had a chance to consult with their respective grade-level teams, we heard
the same reaction—this time school-wide—as we had in the previous meet-
ing: Yes, we are interested, and yes, we think this is valuable, but how is it
going to be done? And how do we find the time? Here is what Ruth, the
third-grade representative, reported:

There were a couple of really strong statements of consensus that came
out of the group. They felt the [school-wide assessment] was good,
because it seemed to test what was supposed to be tested on the
expectations. But then they looked at the length of it, and thinking of
something to use in the classroom they kept stating that would be way
too long, too bulky to keep the whole thing in a cumulative folder. So
they would like to see a version for the classroom. It seemed to need to
be done in groups, and they couldn’t figure out how that would work.

Asked whether the idea of developing some classroom version of school-
wide assessments was generally acceptable, Ruth was unambiguous: “Yes,
yes, yes,” she said, “they were quite positive about it.” But they were “really
hung up on the idea of keeping the total amount small and not cumbersome.”
As each AAC member gave her report from the grade level, the same mes-
sage came through: We want to do this, but we must make it manageable.
Otherwise forget it.

I did not interpret this as resistance, suspicion, or distrust, because I knew
it was none of these. Rather, teachers were voicing legitimate concerns, which
I recalled vividly from my own teaching experience. When the group finished
reporting, I tried to be as explicit as I could as to what our challenge was
and whose responsibility it was to meet it. I framed this challenge as some-
thing “we”—school-based and university-based folks—were taking on, ex-
plicitly trying to make our collaboration seamless:

That’s our challenge . . . the task. To try to come up with something
that’s workable, reasonable, that we can operate within the constraints
and logistics we have to operate with, that moves us along the path we
want to go. . . . That’s the task, as I see it, of this particular group. And
we have to operate in the real world. . . . Our product here is not an
article. We’re not going to write something that theoretically states
how this should happen. We’re either going to do it, or not do it.

[AAC meeting 3]

My hope was to establish a basis for us to work collaboratively, respect-
ful of the constraints and logistics imposed by school and classroom realities
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and as perceived by the teachers. The context for the assessments was pri-
marily the school site and these teachers’ classrooms, not the academic arena
of the researcher nor the administrative arena of the policy-maker. This focus
turned out to be productive and in sharp contrast to the focus, or lack of
focus, among state officials exhorting schools at the time to adopt “authen-
tic assessments of student learning.” An indication that we were on the right
track came the day of the next AAC meeting, when I called the school to
talk with the school’s projects coordinator about some other matter.

Char, the projects coordinator, told me that she had just attended a
meeting sponsored by the Department of Education to inform school per-
sonnel of the new Program Quality Review (the state review of school and
district program quality, referred to as PQR) guidelines (see Chapter 5).
Review teams would be looking for evidence of meaningful and authentic
assessment of student academic progress. The state was pushing many of the
items that had become part of the reform rhetoric of the late 1980s and early
1990s—performance assessment, rubrics, portfolios, work samples, et cetera.
Unfortunately, according to Char, the state representatives could offer noth-
ing other than rhetoric. She told me that several times she asked a question
to clarify assessment guidelines—for example, who would develop the ru-
brics and who would train teachers to use them. The state representatives
said they were not qualified to answer and gave out a telephone number to
call for further information.

Perhaps this disconnect between what the State Department of Educa-
tion was requiring and the assistance it was able to provide helps explain
why performance assessments soon became another reform relic, replaced
in the late 1990s in California by very high-stakes standardized testing. In
any case, Char was livid at the state but thrilled at the work we had been
doing at Freeman over the previous 2 years. She said we were “right on tar-
get” and that she wanted to give a little report to the AAC that afternoon.
Here is a brief excerpt of what she said at the AAC meeting later that day:

We are right on target with everything we’ve been doing the past
two years. [The State has] gone so far as to say that data collection
[must] include student work products, and monitoring student
progress over time. As I listened to all this for the two days, I
thought, “Thank God we’ve got a lot of insight here.” Because we
will be PQR’d next year . . . We’re supposed to have work samples
ready. This is what we’ve been talking about for two years, headed
toward portfolio assessment, what Bill’s doing with the writing
[group]. Even doing some rubrics, scoring and things. We specifically
asked the head lady who’s going to create rubrics for all these
subjects, how are we going to train teachers, and when will we have
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time. And all the answers were, “I am not qualified to answer that.”
They come up with all this jargon but never say the how-to.

[AAC meeting 4]

A district administrator who attended the same meeting with state offi-
cials was as blunt in a conversation she and I had:

It’s a bunch of jargon; no one knows how they’re going to do it or
what it will involve. They’re saying throw out what you’ve been
doing for the past four years and now do this instead. I don’t know
what I’m going to tell the principals. When they ask what they’re
supposed to do with the plans based on the old PQR, am I supposed
to tell them to just forget it? Forget what you’ve been working on?

The “how-to” Char referred to is exactly what the AAC was about to
begin work on.

Analyzing and Scoring Student Work

As soon as the coordinator finished her report, Bill led the group in a scoring
activity using student writings gathered as part of a lesson conducted in one
of the teachers’ classrooms (fifth grade). We read student papers, discussed
them, and scored them using a writing rubric. Bill had the group work in
pairs to score papers a first time. When all pairs had scored all papers, teachers
reported the scores they had given. Scores were put on the board and dis-
cussed, particularly when there were differences. Here is a sample of the
discussion about one student’s paper:

Bill: What was compelling in his response . . . Read one sentence that
you particularly liked.

Char: I liked when it said—I liked its beginning. “I learned that
chloroplast is the thing that makes plants grow, and it’s shaped
like a football.” He just kind of went right in there for the
simple, and it kept getting more detailed and detailed. He does
have a way with words, I think.

Ginger: It’s the food-getting process; I think he was on the right
track. He just didn’t use the right words.

Nancy: In the next line, he does say that photosynthesis gives out the
food.

Darlene: And I’d say that’s the most important.
Ruth: But he had things kind of turned around: “Photosynthesis is

the process that makes the food; it doesn’t get old and shrivel
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up.” I think he maybe did understand that the photosynthesis
stops, but that’s not what he said at all. Then we have to infer
that he knows. It just wasn’t factually correct.

Bill: One of the problems you bring up is that there’s a lot of infer-
ences we have to make from this student’s piece. He’s giving us a
lot of tantalizers.

Char: Very clever.
Nancy: Resourceful.

[AAC meeting 4]

Toward the end of the meeting, Jessie proposed that we make some
decisions about what we needed to do next, and she urged the AAC mem-
bers to go back to their grade-level teams and continue what amounted to a
school-wide conversation about where we were heading with our assessments.
Moreover, she encouraged everyone on the AAC “to try something like [this]
in their own room . . . when you have firsthand experience with something,
you really know the pitfalls.” Firsthand experience and knowing the pitfalls
would be vital if we were to be successful in having all teachers at the school
successfully and meaningfully introduce these assessments in their classrooms.

The meeting had an immediate impact on some AAC members. The
following week Nancy adapted and tried out the same tasks with her second
graders that Bill had tried out with another teacher’s fifth graders. She re-
turned to report her experiences in meeting 5. Not only had she actually made
a concrete step in the direction of utilizing a new approach to assessment;
she also began to realize her students could do things she had not thought
they could do. Both of these were significant developments, particularly since
one of the seemingly intractable issues in “at-risk” schools is the perception
among teachers that children’s academic skills and abilities are so limited
and that they should not be challenged unreasonably. We can preach the
virtues of high expectations, but they will come to nothing unless teachers
actually engage in classroom practices that permit children to show what
they are capable of doing.

By meeting 7, teachers in the group were trying out various reading and
writing tasks in the classroom; compiling materials for the assessment binder;
and sharing, scoring, and discussing student work in the meetings. They were
also beginning to see the value in the activities not only from an assessment
standpoint but also from an instructional standpoint. Ruth reported the re-
sults of one of her attempts to have students write more extended pieces about
stories with which they were familiar.

I didn’t use any fancy form. I just had them put it . . . they were
supposed to put at the top [of the paper] “Books I Read.” It was
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supposed to be books they read this last year. But a lot of them put
things like Cinderella . . . And then my plan was, I was going to hand
this back to them a different day and have [a] look at the list and
decide which one they could do the best job of writing a summary. . . .
and then I [also] asked the question, “What was the most important
part and why?”

I asked Ruth whether this seemed like a meaningful activity for her stu-
dents. She replied:

I think so. Yes. In the back of my mind, I have the goal of them being
able to work towards writing like this on a book that they maybe just
read last week individually. That they can process it that well. That
they can do this. I guess I’m using it as a teaching experience.

At this point Bill picks up on this vital connection to “teaching,” and
the other teachers help to elaborate the point that useful assessments pro-
vide valuable teaching experiences:

Bill: If it’s a kind of thing you’d like to see children doing anyway, and
it’s a kind of thing that you can look at a little analytically to get
some information on how they’re doing, then I think we have
something that isn’t just another thing to do. It’s something that’s
worth doing in the first place and that serves another purpose.

Ginger: And something that’s going to be built on so by the time
they leave here they will really have a skill.

Ruth: I thought this was very appropriate. By adding that last little
[prompt], “Why do you think that,” that really extended it for
those that are more capable. Gave them a chance to really show
that.

[AAC meeting 7]

We see two major developments: teachers are finding ways to make the
logistics of “alternative assessments” work, and they are discovering that
these assessment strategies make important contributions to their classroom
instructional programs. Concerns over logistics and implementation never
disappeared. But they did not overshadow more substantive discussions about
what teachers were attempting to do, why, what the results were, and what
they and their students were getting out of it. When teachers see a compel-
ling reason to change or add to what they do, they are much more likely to
figure out ways to make it happen. Absent compelling reasons, the logistical
obstacles become endless and insurmountable.



School–University Links 157

“Things Coming to My Attention”

During the rest of the year we discussed various strategies for gauging lit-
eracy development—students keeping reading logs and writing folders, writ-
ing summaries of familiar books and of new material, answering inferential
questions about material they were reading (e.g., “What do you think was
the author’s message in this story”), writing from dictation, and so on—and
teachers would try them out in their classrooms, perhaps discuss them with
colleagues, then bring back prompts and student responses to the next meet-
ing. We were functioning as we wanted the workgroups and the grade-level
meetings to function—focusing on teaching and learning and how to improve
them.

At the 10th meeting (in February) most group members brought prompts
and student responses for assessing whether students were remembering and
comprehending what they read. Students were to identify books or stories
they had previously read then write a summary, identify what they thought
was the most important part of the book or story, and explain why they had
selected this as the most important part. Each teacher shared or described
her students’ work and talked about her observations and issues arising from
this assessment activity.

Toward the end of the discussion, Nancy makes some fascinating com-
ments about “things coming to my attention” as a result of the assessments.
Some children had difficulties she had not realized and that the end-of-book
tests or workbook pages (which is how she was gauging their developing
literacy) obscured. And other students had strengths that surprised her—“they
kind of came out and did more with” the assessments she was now using:

I think sometimes a few things have been coming to my attention as
we’re doing more writing all the way around the room. Certain
students who appear to be like the rest of the low middle area are
really much, much lower. Maybe they really never fully understand
what they read; never have the ability to retell a story, but they’ve
got all the clues for answering workbooks and tests okay. But come
to a thorough getting into it, understanding it, and being able to
act on it . . . just nowhere close. But yet they perform okay, you
know . . . they’re in that middle area in every other way.

I asked for clarification. Did she mean that when responses are multiple
choice or fill in the blank, the students seem to do fine; but then they have
trouble with open-ended responses, such as what is required on the assess-
ments we are using? “Right. No problem,” she replied. “Might even be the
best in the group.”
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I responded that it seemed as if the assessments were providing useful
information, to which she replied, “And I have a few who really surprised
me and did much better. I would peg them as the low, low . . . of the middle
group. And [then] they kind of came out and did more with this [assessment].”

It was becoming apparent that the assessments provided a level of infor-
mation about students’ developing literacy skills that her previous assessment
strategies—workbook pages, end-of-book tests—simply had not revealed.
In some cases, students were not as proficient as she had thought; in others,
they had developed capacities she had not realized. In either case, Nancy and
the other members of the AAC came to see how limited their range of as-
sessment tools had been and how important it was to get more complete and
accurate information on their students’ developing literacy skills.

From Assessment to Instruction

By meeting 15 the group had made considerable progress in developing as-
sessment tasks and materials. The focus on instruction—as the other side of
the assessment coin—had become very explicit. More specifically, one of the
teachers introduced into the discussion the idea of showing students models
of the kind of writing teachers were trying to help students learn and de-
velop. Up to this point, instruction was in the background; now it became
prominent. Moreover, the experience and expertise of the group members
was making a direct contribution to the committee’s work.

Darlene, who had been out a great deal for health reasons, was having
difficulty with students’ writing summaries. Nancy then offered to get some-
thing “to show you [what] I’m passing around the second grade to help my
grade level try to get ready to believe they can have the students summarize
something they’ve read. I did models, so if I can run and get them.” Jessie
encouraged Nancy to go get the models, and a few minutes later she returned
with three models of summaries she had written at home. She explained that
she and her grade-level colleagues thought students might benefit from see-
ing and talking about models of story summaries. She stated that the three
summaries were slightly different as were the endings, but they all allowed
students to “get an idea of how much writing it’s going to require” to sum-
marize stories and come up with adequate endings.

The focus then turned to the general topic of using models to help stu-
dents with their writing—in other words, teaching. I asked, “Do you often
use modeling?”

Nancy: All the time. It’s the only way I do it. . . . This is usually
already done. I’m not doing it in front of them. My models are
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something I’ve made up generally similar to what I want from
them.

Claude: So here’s an example of what you’re asking them to do.
Nancy: Sometimes I do it in front of them when we’re talking about

how we want our final draft to look. And sometimes I’m taking
dictation from them as a group, but the intent is that they will be
able to write. Usually the models are similar to something
they’ve thought about, but it’s not going to be the same exact
thing they’re [expected to do] . . . I think that in a way it’s an
only fair way to give the kids a chance to see, what it’s all
about. . . .

Darlene: They need to see it. I think that’s the thing that I’m learning
the most this year is they need to see it concretely, not just talked
[about]. They need to see it and they need to see someone talk it
in their brain and put it on paper.

[AAC meeting 15]

I then pointed out that all of the discussion kept coming back to the idea
of instruction, and I explicitly tied it to assessment.

Claude: I think it’s so interesting. . . . One of the things that keeps
happening this year is that we keep coming, we talk about
assessment, not only the assessments, but what do we keep
talking about?

Ruth: Instruction.
Claude: Instruction. I guess we shouldn’t be surprised anymore but if

you really talk about assessment in a serious way sooner or later
you’re going to talk about instruction. And that’s the ultimate
goal we keep coming back to.

[AAC meeting 15]

The vexing issues never disappeared. In fact, it often seemed that by
solving one set of difficulties new ones appeared. Toward the end of meet-
ing 15, in May, Nancy came to the conclusion that she was seeing evidence
of higher levels of thought as a result of the new assessment strategies she
had been using that year. The assessments were not only giving her greater
insight to her student’s abilities; they were also helping take students to higher
levels. She was finding that students were now able to read something at their
grade level they had previously not seen, make sense of it, and write a coher-
ent summary or statement about it. But a troubling question emerged for
her: Is she pushing academics too hard with her young second graders? She
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is seeing students do things she had never seen before, but, she asks, “What
are we doing with these poor babies?”

Nancy: You know I am feeling all of a sudden the impact of what the
children did with this and that it is really way beyond the end-of-
book test in many ways. That they’ve never really done this
before. They’ve always done it from library books that they
[chose], been familiar with. And the fact that they were able to
treat it and write these summaries and do it and I mean these are
little kids. I never did anything like this until I was in junior high.
Not even close. I mean, wow.

Claude: Do they seem to be suffering through it, Nancy?
Nancy: No. It’s like a snap almost, you know, but I’m really worried

about a few. A few didn’t do so great. But . . . everyone kind of
went through it.

Claude: So it’s really, what, seems to be within the realm of their
performance level?

Nancy: Yes, yes.
[AAC meeting 15]

In the end Nancy clearly acknowledges that her students are capable of
more than she had realized; but the sudden realization that she was expect-
ing so much more from her “poor babies” seemed to startle her.

“EVERYONE FEELS A LOT BETTER ABOUT

WHAT THEY’RE DOING”

There is no way to know whether or to what extent this realization was gen-
erally shared, or as explicitly perceived, among all in the group by the end of
the school year. This was a work setting, not an interview setting, so we never
went after this question explicitly (one of the many pitfalls of “action re-
search”). But we do have evidence that, one way or another, the entire pro-
cess of setting goals and developing concrete indicators gauging those goals
had an effect school-wide on teachers’ thinking. In the spring of 1993, all
12 teachers at the school interviewed by a research assistant reported that
the school had explicit expectations for student learning and that these ex-
pectations strongly—and positively—influenced what they did in their class-
rooms. Here is what one teacher—not a member of the 1992–93 AAC—said
in the spring of 1994 when asked what had changed at the school over the
previous several years:
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Our expectations have been different for the students, have been
higher. . . . And [they are] more defined so I think that that in turn
has affected positively the goals that the students are able to [reach]
academically.

A colleague explicitly linked the AAC to these changes at the school:

Six years ago when I had first grade, they were basically [at] the
kindergarten level. They were nonreaders. They didn’t know how to
read or write even at the end of first grade. I’d say the first graders
now are very fluent compared to four, five, six years ago. They’re
more on the first-grade level. They’re reading, they’re writing on
grade level, and even the ones that below grade level are still I would
say higher than the kids that were back say five or six years ago. At
other grade levels, from what I hear other teachers and what they’re
saying in their . . . faculty meetings, grade-level meetings, I would say
they’re also higher. Especially when it comes to the reading and the
language arts part of achievement. And I would say the AAC had a
lot to do with that, and what teachers are trying out in their class-
rooms and doing and trying [in order] to make the students’ achieve-
ment higher. (emphasis added)

Teachers on the AAC expressed satisfaction with the scope and substance
of our work. Our meetings were always well-attended; at no point (at least
that I was ever aware of) were we in danger of discontinuing or having par-
ticipants lose interest or declare it too much trouble. In fact, between 1991–
92 and 1994–95, we scheduled from 10 to 15 meetings per year of the AEC
or AAC. None was ever canceled. Despite the fact that the meetings and the
piloting of new assessment strategies clearly required time and effort from
teachers, the general strategy we followed—presenting information or ideas
as needed and relevant; allowing sufficient time for people to think, discuss,
and try things out; discussing and reflecting some more—actually worked.
Here is what one AAC member said at the end of the year:

I think everyone feels a lot better about what they’re doing. Because
in order to decide if that’s what you should be doing you have to
understand it and really thought about it and tried it.

Of the many positive outcomes we could cite from our university-school
collaboration, perhaps none was more important than its influence on help-
ing teachers understand, think about, and try out new ways of teaching and
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assessing students. These expanded learning opportunities for teachers led
to expanded learning opportunities for students and to improvement in stu-
dent achievement. None of this would have happened without the sort of
settings described in this and previous chapters. And more to the point of
this chapter, our school-university collaboration would not have survived
without such settings. Just as school change does not take place in the ab-
stract and by simply talking about it, school-university collaborations don’t
happen in the abstract, fueled by rhetoric and exhortations. They both re-
quire concrete and stable settings where things actually get done.
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School Improvement Never Ends

The bad news is that these “successes,” after 3, 5, 8 years, are real

but fragile.

(Fullan, 2000b, p. 20)

[E]ven individual success stories don’t last long without an apprecia-

tion of how to keep changes alive.

(Fullan & Miles, 1992, p. 745)

163

BEFORE TRYING to pull together the themes that have run throughout
this story, and suggest some implications for others working in the field

of school improvement, I’ll give a brief account of what happened at Free-
man after the project “officially” ended in 1995. It is not a very hopeful
ending; but it is sobering and instructive.

FREEMAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL: A POSTSCRIPT

I wish I could report that what I have described in the preceding pages is still
alive and well at Freeman. To some extent, much of it did continue after the
project officially ended. The workgroups remained, even to the point that
new district initiatives were easier to implement at Freeman because the
workgroups provided ready-made settings for teacher training, as I have
previously discussed. The AAC also continued, although renamed (depend-
ing on who was talking) the Freeman Leadership Team. Moreover, since the
Freeman project anticipated by at least 5 years the current move to academic
standards and assessments, the idea of goals and indicators remained very
much alive at Freeman, as they are elsewhere throughout the state and much
of the country.

Ironically, however, neither the standards developed at Freeman (“goals
and expectations”) nor the processes we used to develop them played a role
in the new standards-based environment in the district. When the Lawson
administration decided to develop district-wide standards, the district started
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from scratch. Nothing developed at Freeman, nor any of the primary players
(such as Jessie or the teachers who had played key roles) were part of the
mix at the district level. Freeman’s goals and expectations became history
once the district joined the standards movement. The effect was predictable.
One teacher e-mailed me later:

It really goes to the heart of the kinds of mistakes districts make . . .
the district never looked at our standards or tried to model a process
based on our successful experience developing standards. . . . The
result of all this was that a bunch of more or less “standards savvy”
teachers losing the familiar and effective stuff and being able to
readily identify the new stuff as, well [not very good]. That really
kills morale.

It also seems like such a waste.

“Freeman Fizzle”

As suggested by the above, the heart of the project is gone. Jessie was trans-
ferred to another school in 1997; I had moved on to my present position at
Cal State Long Beach and was unable to maintain the same level of involve-
ment; Bill continued in contact with the new principal and key staff, although
that too diminished as new projects and obligations came up.

But even before Jessie, Bill, and I fully left the scene, our efforts had lost
steam. Jessie had finished her dissertation, and external funding for the project
had ended. During the time there was an active project, much work and effort
went into making the changes and documenting their effects. We explicitly
tried to anticipate the day that the project would have to sustain itself, but
we were not successful. I wrote in my notes in early 1996 that I was seeing
“Freeman fizzle.” There was simply less attention paid to maintaining the
settings and processes we had worked so hard to put into place. For example,
there often was insufficient aide coverage to permit teachers to attend AAC
and workgroup meetings, and someone would usually be left scurrying
around at the last moment trying to arrange for aides to cover classrooms.
There was also less attention to maintaining the cross-setting coherence that
was so critical.

Once Jessie, Bill, and I were gone, the devolution accelerated. Funding
cuts, new district priorities and initiatives (textbook adoptions, going to a
year-round calendar, different curricular emphases), “reform fatigue,” and
the tossing out of Freeman goals and expectations further helped deprive
Freeman of the energy and focus that we had sustained for the previous few
years. It would be nice to think that once a new norm is established it be-
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comes the standard, the baseline. In fact, this did not happen. The Freeman
case illustrates a point Michael Fullan has made repeatedly—school improve-
ment successes might be real, but they are fragile. My research assistant, Anne
Powell, interviewed seven Freeman teachers in the spring of 1997, a year after
Jessie’s departure. Anne’s overall appraisal was, “Most teachers, by this time
of year, were pessimistic about sustaining the project.” A particularly bleak
assessment was provided by one teacher, when Anne asked her, “You’ve been
involved in the project all the years, and so as you look around now do you
see that type of focus being sustained?”

No. No. I’ve seen it kind of fall apart to a certain degree this year. For
me personally it helped me so much. And the teachers (in my) grade
were also involved in it from the beginning. And so we’ve been able to
kind of sustain a certain kind of interchange and a certain kind of focus
and a certain kind of development of our students that I think has been
helpful. But in general, I don’t know if that is going on. I’m not sure, I
have no way of knowing. You know, when I get students from the
teachers that have been involved with it I can see the difference in them
versus the ones from the new teachers that haven’t had the exposure.
And believe me, there is a distinct difference.

In her later comments during the same interview this teacher encapsu-
lated the situation, indicating both the elements of continuity and what had
changed. Her certainty about some things and her hesitations, including her
momentary search for the phrase “grade-level meetings” (“what are they?”),
give an indication of the mixed state of things at Freeman:

Well I think, you know, . . . I think nobody really knew what to do
this year. I think there was just a lot of stuff going on. Yeah I noticed
a difference. I mean, I’m not saying . . . I mean I don’t know one way
or the other but I’m glad to see that the group uh the grade, what are
they? the grade-level meetings were continued. The ILC was contin-
ued, the AAC was continued. And that’s good because I think it’s
part of the reason I think it kept certain coherent element going
despite the change. But yeah, it’s a little different atmosphere, a little
different energy level involved around it.

A stark indication that things had slipped was provided by the 1998
workgroup survey. In contrast to the 1994 results, which were very positive,
faculty appraisals in 1998 were markedly lower on every item (see Figure 9.1).

Lack of sustained support for the workgroups, as indicated in the “Free-
man fizzle” section above, certainly helps explain the ratings drop. A related
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factor was that the workgroups were required to respond to shifting district
priorities, regardless of what was happening at Freeman. As a teacher at
Freeman told me, “There was a period (around 1995–96) when the work-
groups ceased as you know them and went to things like technology. So there
was some staff development going on, but it wasn’t a real sharp focus.” The
workgroups were excellent and well-institutionalized settings for professional
development. But when taken over by district priorities and not well inte-
grated with priorities at the school, they lost many of their benefits.

Question High anchor
1994 mean *

(n) †

1998 mean *
(n) †

1. For the past several years Freeman 
has been doing a number of things to 
improve student achievement. At this 
point, how do you think things are 
going in this respect? 

extremely well 4.2 
(30)

3.5
(27)

2. To what extent do you feel the 
workgroup you participated in this 
year contributes to the larger effort at 
Freeman to improve student 
achievement?

very much 4.1 
(30)

3.5
(30)

3. To what extent did your workgroup 
participation this year enhance your 
professional relationships with other 
teachers?

very much 4.3 
(28)

3.6
(30)

4. How would you rate the quality
of interaction among the participants 
in your workgroup? 

productive,
helpful,

supportive

4.6
(30)

3.7
(28)

5. How would you rate the content of 
your workgroup's meetings? 

clear,
consistent

focus

4.4
(30)

3.3
(28)

6. Did your workgroup participation 
have a positive effect on your 
classroom teaching this year? 

strong positive 
impact

4.4
(30)

3.3
(27)

* The mean was calculated on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 signifying the lowest evaluation and 5 the 
highest.

† Total respondents each year was 30; not everyone answered every question. 

FIGURE 9.1. Teacher responses to workgroup survey, 1994 and 1998
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Changes in student performance on the spring assessments provided even
more dramatic evidence of how things had dropped off. (See Figure 9.2; 1995
was the last year the district permitted collecting performance assessment
data throughout the district, so only Freeman data are available. After 1998,
spring assessments were discontinued altogether at Freeman.) Scores plum-
meted in 1997; they were below 1992 levels, the year we first started col-
lecting performance data. Scores rebounded somewhat in 1998, but were not
much higher than they were in 1992 and were well below their 1996 peak.

This was indeed distressing, although not surprising. The goals and
expectations, a centerpiece of the effort, had become a distant blur even before
they were officially terminated by new district standards. Anne, my research
assistant, who was in contact with new Freeman teachers, wrote to tell me
in the fall of 1997 that there was “no evidence thus far of the roadmap or
goals and expectations.” Moreover, she said, the teachers had not yet had
grade-level meetings. Anne wrote that one new teacher in particular had heard
of “the stuff that they do at Freeman, collections and assessments, but it’s
not evident in his practice and I’m not finding any documents in his room
that he could use as a resource.” When the project had been in full gear, a
new teacher workgroup made certain that new teachers learned about the

FIGURE 9.2. Percentage of students averaging “3” or better on all five

components of the Spring Language Arts assessment, 1992–1998
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goals, expectations, assessments, workgroups, and other aspects of the project.
This no longer existed.

Trying to Bounce Back

A possible bright spot in all of this was the faculty response to the very bad
news in 1997 that performance at Freeman was down (Figure 9.2). True, the
presentation and ensuing discussion was engineered largely by Bill (with input
from me); nonetheless, it was a clear indication of continuing readiness by
the faculty to engage in substantive analysis of teaching, learning, and achieve-
ment at Freeman.

Bill and two of the teachers who had become leaders on the AAC pre-
sented the data from the previous year (1997) and contrasted them with the
upward trend we had seen from 1992 to 1996. They pulled no punches.
Freeman students’ performance was way down. At my suggestion, Bill in-
voked continuity with what we had been doing for the past several years at
the first faculty meeting before school started (see Chapter 2)—looking at
results and deciding where to go and what to do. He reminded the faculty
that “change and improvement is a process with peaks and valleys.” And he
pointed out unblinkingly: “We’re in a valley, make no mistake.” The ques-
tion now is, What is to be done? Bill and our two teacher colleagues urged
the faculty to look at the results, analyze why what happened happened, and
come up with ideas for how to proceed. Everyone agreed. Following the
presentation of the data, grade levels met for about an hour, just as they had
in years before.

The discussion was guided by three questions:

1. What do you think may account for the results of our spring assess-
ment 1997 results?

2. What do we need to do, in general, to improve Language Arts
achievement?

3. What are specific things we need to learn about, focus on, and work
on together?

Each grade level was asked to answer the questions as a group and turn
in their answers on a worksheet we had developed. I offered to synthesize
the responses, which would then be shared with the AAC, which would then
propose a course of action.

Responses revealed three recurrent themes: (1) New staff or teachers new
to grade level are not given sufficient assistance and guidance to help them
understand the various aspects of what Freeman was doing to improve stu-
dent achievement; (2) there was a loss of language arts focus at the school,
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due to many other things going on and a recurring feeling of overload; and
(3) the workgroups as we once knew them are gone. Other factors were
mentioned, but these three themes were unmistakable.

Suggestions for what needed to be done were also clear: (1) bring back
workgroups and time to work together on planning and instruction; (2) re-
focus on language arts, expectations, and assessments specifically; (3) pro-
vide opportunities for teachers to learn and/or work on specific instructional
strategies; and (4) provide more preparation for items assessed in spring as-
sessments (e.g., writing summaries, independent reading, dictation).

The AAC decided to act on these recommendations when it met later
that month. The AAC would, first, revive the workgroups (make up a meet-
ing schedule, suggest agendas, and assure classroom coverage to release teach-
ers) and, second, revisit the roadmap (see Chapter 6)—that is, put back on
teachers’ radar screens the use of strategies and learning opportunities tar-
geted to goals, expectations, and assessments.

Generally speaking, the AAC’s plans were modestly successful. Work-
groups were revived, although they did not meet until January. They met
as grade-level teams, focused on grade-level-specific instructional issues,
and were facilitated by AAC representatives. The AAC chair (Dave Marcelletti,
a teacher who had moved into a prominent leadership role once Jessie left
and Bill and I were much less involved with the school) provided the rep-
resentatives with support and assistance in developing agendas and lead-
ing the meetings.

But as Figure 9.1 showed, workgroups were not only rated less effec-
tive than they had been in 1994, but the ratings were far more uneven. The
upper grades (fourth and fifth, which met together) rated their workgroup
as highly effective, with a mean rating of 4.5 (on a five-point scale; same
items as shown in Figure 9.1). Second and third grades gave the lowest aver-
age ratings, 2.9 and 2.8, respectively. Kindergarten and first grade were in
the middle (3.7 and 3.6). Variability in workgroup effectiveness was noth-
ing new (see Chapter 5). What was new were the very low ratings some
workgroups received, suggesting a range at the lowest levels of effectiveness
we had not seen before.

In short, efforts fell short to regain the momentum we had in 1995. It
was very disheartening. I don’t want to overstate what we accomplished as
far as student achievement, but we had really made an impact on literacy
attainment at the school. This was confirmed by authentic reading and writ-
ing assessments we gave each spring (at Freeman and around the district)
and state-sponsored tests of literacy. Freeman students did better than they
had ever done and went from below to above district averages; Freeman
gained a reputation in the district as an “academically oriented” school. But
as is too often the case, overall achievement remained low and nationally
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normed standardized scores, while improving at the lower grades, did not
change school-wide in any fundamental way. Nonetheless we accomplished
something meaningful; it was difficult seeing it dissipate.

LAST THOUGHTS

One advantage of having taken so many years to produce this account of
the Freeman project is that I have had a long time to think about it and re-
fract it through the lens of subsequent experiences, my own and those of
others. The literature on school improvement has continued to grow, pro-
viding additional clues for understanding what matters in school reform.
Moreover, Bill and I have continued our school improvement work, most
recently in a project to try and “scale up” what we did at Freeman and work
with a number of schools simultaneously (Goldenberg, Saunders, & Gallimore,
1996). In retrospect I think we did some things right at Freeman. Other things
I would do differently; in fact in the more recent “scale-up” project (McDougall,
Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2002), which has been extended with funds pro-
vided by participating schools, we did do some things differently; I will de-
scribe them briefly below.

One thing for which I still have no answer, however, is how you sustain
change when key individuals leave. This, from my perspective, is one of the
most critical frontiers we must try to push back in our search for answers to
school improvement challenges. One possibility, as Bill has suggested to me,
might be “networks” of schools that provide ongoing support and assistance
to each other. Success for All, for example, uses such networks. My guess is
that this will still require external consultants (or “assisters” in the terms of
our model) who can provide ongoing technical and professional support.
Under Bill’s leadership, the schools currently involved in using our model
(about a dozen) have formed just such a network. But they still benefit from
regular visits and consultations on site in order to work through the many
issues and challenges that arise and to make sure implementation is on track.

Settings, Coherence, and Mundane Things

As I have emphasized throughout this narrative, the Freeman story is one of
school improvement through the creation of settings and forging coherence
across the settings. That was not all there was; but settings and coherence
were indispensable. The AEC and AAC, meetings with the principal, work-
groups, grade-level meetings, and the rest described in Chapter 5 played a
role—independently, but more important interdependently—in creating a
coherent, school-wide focus on improving student language arts achievement.
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All the settings, ultimately, aimed at improving what went on in the most
important setting at any school—the classroom.

Creating and maintaining settings and coherence often required very
mundane things—reliable scheduling, consistency and follow-through, com-
munication among participants, and information about what was going on
within different settings. Such operational details are rarely talked about in
the school improvement literature, but they are essential. Nothing will doom
a project more assuredly than creating the impression that its instigators are
flaky and have no follow-through. Teachers, rightly, have little time or pa-
tience for this.

I came to appreciate the power of the concept of “settings,” and the
importance of keeping them alive and well, sometime after the project had
ended. My attention had previously been focused on the “School Change
Model”—goals, indicators, assistance, and leadership. The model did guide
what Jessie and I did throughout the project; and we explicitly thought and
talked about these four change elements as we planned strategies and ana-
lyzed unfolding situations. Our assumption, which I think was largely borne
out, was that these four change elements could be used to create a school-
wide context supporting and promoting change.

But what I came to realize as I produced a video of the Freeman project
(Goldenberg, 1997) was that the model did not work in the abstract nor
disconnected from specific contexts in which it was used. The model worked
in settings—situations where people came together over a period of time to
accomplish specific goals. Bill found the same thing in a paper he had writ-
ten 2 years before (Saunders, 1995): Goals and indicators became real to
teachers when they used them, for example, in grade-level meetings or pac-
ing conferences to discuss student progress or in the AAC to prepare as-
sessments. Without these “contexts of use,” as Bill called them, goals and
indicators—along with assistance and leadership—have little concrete real-
ity. To the extent the model has explanatory or operational utility, it does so
in specific settings. Outside of settings, or absent a concept of settings, the
change elements remain mere abstractions with little relevance to what hap-
pens day to day. And making settings real and viable requires attention to
operational details.

I was able to appreciate how the very existence of settings depends upon
the mundane things when I worked as an internal evaluator for another
school reform project. Its intentions were noble, but the execution was
flawed in virtually every respect. Meeting and training schedules were ir-
regular with frequent last-minute changes, there was little follow-through
from one meeting to another (sometimes different facilitators would step
in with no knowledge of what had transpired at a previous meeting), there
was no communication between meetings, and participants usually had a
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vague idea or no idea of what was to be accomplished, and so forth. The
depressing thing was that participating teachers and administrators were
energetic and willing, but the absence of reliable, productive settings sucked
the oxygen out of the project. Project leaders were adept at discussing the
big theoretical ideas and generating enthusiasm for fundamentally improv-
ing educational opportunities for poorly served students—at least initially.
But inattention to the details of establishing stable settings in order to get
things done proved fatal.

As I have repeatedly pointed out, the relationship that exists among the
settings is just as important as the settings themselves and just as sensitive to
operational details. Without coherence across settings we run the risk of
poorly coordinated, lumbering efforts or, even worse, working at cross-
purposes. We learned at Freeman that the AAC representatives were unable
to get assessments going in their grade levels because they had no awareness
of what was going on in other settings, such as the workgroups. The staff
was interested in using these performance assessments to get a more detailed
and rich picture of their students’ emerging skills and understanding. The
problem was that they felt there was no way to fit them in with all the other
competing demands. Every new task or activity is in danger of being seen as
largely independent of anything else. “Just one more thing,” the teachers
would say. We had to work very hard at making the “new” fit in and work
with the other demands teachers felt. It was possible to do, but it required
building coherence within and across settings.

We can never take coherence for granted. To the contrary, we must
actively work to create it and to attend to the operational details upon which
it depends. The simple reason: Most all the other forces and pressures in
schools work in the opposite direction.

General Principles or Nuts and Bolts?

One important set of issues that has emerged as new school reform models
have appeared concerns how structured, explicit, even prescriptive these
models should be. An Education Week article (Olson, 1997b) entitled,
“Teachers Need Nuts, Bolts of Reform, Experts Say,” reported that

[M]any researchers . . . are beginning to question the usefulness of reforms that
fail to provide teachers with the nuts and bolts. Reforms work best, they argue,
when they come with explicit teaching techniques, curriculum materials, and
instructional tools attached. (p. 1)

At Freeman, we were not interested in mandating specific practices or
techniques or “nuts and bolts.” We assumed that many instructional roads
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could lead to improved literacy outcomes. We thought that by developing a
shared, school-wide focus on academic goals, using indicators to measure
progress, creating opportunities for teachers to receive adequate assistance, and
then stirring the pot with solid leadership, we could make substantial progress
in improving achievement at the school. We were, we thought, building capa-
city, based upon valid principles of school reform and improvement.

In retrospect, I think we should have been more nuts-and-bolts-oriented,
in the sense of specifying more clearly what teachers were to do in the vari-
ous settings, including their classrooms. I don’t mean this in the sense of top-
down, authoritarian mandates that teachers were to follow slavishly. To the
contrary, teachers must have a voice in determining the nuts and bolts, even
if it is in the form of a vote for or against the implementation of a particular
model, as required by Success for All (Slavin et al., 1996) and other school
reform models. The point, rather, is that more concrete specifications of what
to do (i.e., “nuts and bolts”) in grade-level meetings, workgroups, classrooms,
and so forth would have helped teachers understand what we—the entire
faculty, not just Jessie or Bill or Claude—were trying to accomplish. As it
was, too much remained abstract and ungrounded for too long. The doubts
and skepticism illustrated in Chapter 4 and elsewhere (e.g., the grade-level
meeting described in Chapter 6) was not due to opposition as much as it was
due to the difficulty of communicating complex core ideas and expecting
behavior change in contexts where teachers already felt overloaded. It did
not help, moreover, that teachers had ample previous experiences with not-
very-well-thought-out ideas they had been asked to “implement.” Well-devel-
oped, understandable, validated, and effective procedures and protocols
would have been very helpful.

In reality, our “model” was more a theory of action—it specified under
what conditions people act in certain ways—than it was a model of school
change. It was just too abstract and left too many things unspecified to qualify
as a school change model. It said nothing about parent or home involvement,
nothing about the role of local and district context, nothing about curriculum
and instruction. As a model of how to improve education, it was basically
empty. But it did identify key parameters in the school environment that would
influence people’s thoughts and behavior. This was not insignificant.

In any case, and whether we were using a “model for school change” or
a more generic “theory of action,” our results, modest as they were, vali-
dated our approach. I think we could have gotten stronger results more
quickly if we had a more explicit model from the outset, but that is simply
speculation. One obvious problem we would have encountered if we had tried
a more nuts-and-bolts approach was that we did not have many nuts and
bolts. Other than instructional or assessment models that either Bill or I had
worked on personally or were available in the education literature, we had
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no “School Change Model” procedures; there was no operations manual to
guide the implementation of specific practices within a fully articulated model
across an entire school.

But even aside from this nontrivial factor, Jessie and I had essentially
bought into the notion made famous by the Rand “Change Agent” study
(Berman & McLaughlin, 1977) that externally developed and imported (or,
worse yet, imposed) reform programs were destined to fail. What was needed,
according to Berman and McLaughlin, was a sort of “home-grown” or
“guided (re-)invention” of reform programs and practices at every individual
school. We thought of our School Change Model as a framework to encour-
age this process of guided invention.

Our success at Freeman led us to undertake a follow-up study to “scale
up” the model and try to make it work at about a dozen schools simulta-
neously (Goldenberg et al., 1996). Initially we operated with the same as-
sumptions: We were not implementing a set of procedures as much as we
were helping school principals (with whom we would work directly) under-
stand what we thought we knew about making productive changes at school.
Then, we hoped, they would take the ideas and “make change happen” at
their sites.

We apparently did not know very much, because we had limited suc-
cess. Most of the principals were interested (based on anonymous surveys
we conducted regularly), and we had good support from the district admin-
istrator who was spearheading the effort. Some principals went so far as to
try and establish some of the settings at their schools. But when we visited
the schools it was hard to find much going on that could be attributed to our
project or to the School Change Model.

Our breakthrough came when we started meeting monthly with a small
group of about 10 principals in what amounted to a “principal workgroup.”
The principals were at schools we had helped to secure small amounts of fund-
ing ($150,000 over 3 years, later reduced to $100,000 by the district) to imple-
ment the School Change Model, which by then had been renamed the “Getting
Results” model. In working with this group of principals, we developed sets
of very specific procedures to help ground the model in concrete practices—
for example, protocols and procedures for administering and scoring assess-
ments, reviewing and analyzing student work during grade-level meetings, and
planning and leading meetings. Moreover, Bill started a yearly 3-day institute
where principals and key teachers received intensive training on the model (in-
cluding viewing videotapes of well-functioning settings) and how to implement
critical procedures. He developed a detailed operations manual that was ex-
plicit about settings and procedures. Bill also conducted follow-up meetings
at midyear to further support the implementation specific practices, including
instructional practices we had folded into the model (McDougall et al., 2002).
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Due in part to the infusion of funding (which provided, among other
things, release time for teachers) and our getting very specific and operational,
we got stronger implementation. We also got achievement results across the
project schools, not only in terms of our performance assessments, but also
in terms of state-administered standardized tests (Saunders, 2002). We had
become, though, what we didn’t set out to become: a program.

How “nuts and bolts” should we be in our school reform efforts? Our
experience at Freeman and with the “scale-up” project that followed sug-
gests we need to take nuts and bolts seriously, just as we must take seriously
seemingly mundane matters such as consistency, follow-through, communi-
cation among participants, and reliable scheduling. I would suggest that the
larger the scale of proposed improvement—from one school to a cluster of
schools to a district to even larger units—the more nuts-and-bolts-oriented
we need to be. This is not in any way to disempower schools or teachers.
Rather, it is to acknowledge the reality of teaching: Most teachers do not
have the time or inclination to invent and develop complex procedures. My
experience has been that they generally don’t want to, although they wel-
come making adaptations to fit their particular circumstances once the es-
sential elements of the procedures are clear. Of course nobody wants to be
on the receiving end of mandates they don’t understand or agree with. By
and large, our experience has been that teachers want to be presented with
well-thought-out, understandable, and effective practices that will help them
get meaningful results in their classrooms. That is the bottom line for almost
all teachers I know and have worked with.

Robert Slavin has been a prominent proponent of a more nuts-and-bolts
approach to school reform. He argues that there are many “advantages of
having well-worked-out programs to adopt or adapt, rather than having every
teacher or school try to reinvent the wheel” (Slavin, 1998, p. 10). Slavin
contends that the existence of replicable programs, among them his own
“Success for All,” should make us dubious of the claim that effective pro-
grams can not be imported and must instead be homegrown. The existence
and dissemination of Success for All and other reform models, Slavin con-
tends, “have discredited once and for all the influential Rand ‘change agent’
study” (p. 10).

Success for All’s use at over 1,000 schools nation-wide, and its strong
implementation and evaluation record (e.g., American Institutes for Research,
1999; Bodilly, 1998; Borman et al., 2003) lend credibility to Slavin’s com-
ments. Still, in at least one high-profile district Success for All and other
prominent whole-school reform efforts were unceremoniously dumped
(Viadero, 2001), suggesting that there are indeed limits to imported reform
models with “well-worked-out programs.” But there might be limits to any
one approach to school improvement. Knotty political and even idiosyncratic,
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completely unpredictable factors probably play as large a role (if not larger)
as the existence of technically sound approaches to school improvement.
Nonetheless, greater clarity and specification (assuming valid and effective
procedures, no less than valid implementation means) is likely to lead to better
implementation and better results (American Institutes for Research, 1999;
Bodilly, 1998; Desimone, 2002).

Leadership, Expertise, Assistance from Inside and Out

Effective leadership has long been recognized as a key component of effec-
tive schools. Our experience validated its importance. School leadership,
generally but not necessarily, from the principal has been the single most
important factor we have observed, both at Freeman and in our subsequent
work (McDougall, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2002). Similarly, expertise is
hugely important—organizational as well as educational (e.g., in curriculum,
instruction, and assessment).

Leadership and expertise work closely together since leadership is re-
quired either to allow expertise to work its way into schools or to maximize
the expertise that already exists. Conversely, leadership is enhanced, more
effective, and more credible when there is also expertise. There is, to be sure,
a great deal of expertise within schools. But it has been my observation that
much of it goes untapped because the settings and conditions are not cre-
ated to share it effectively with other members of the faculty. And creating
these settings and conditions requires, as we have seen, effective leadership.

The Freeman project got underway when leadership from Jessie and me
got it started. We received a huge boost when Bill joined the project; he pro-
vided ample amounts of leadership and expertise in workgroups (leading
writing/language arts workgroups for several years), at AAC meetings (doing
demonstrations and presentations on writing and assessment and participat-
ing in logistical discussions), and faculty training sessions (presenting on
writing and assessment). As additional teachers actively participated in the
project, they provided more leadership and expertise in diverse settings, most
prominently in workgroups and grade-level meetings. Indeed, our analysis
of what made some workgroups more successful than others (Chapter 5)
revealed that leadership and expertise were vital. They were vital at all levels
of the project.

The Freeman project began to fizzle when the focus and attention of
the key leadership were not sustained. This is what I started seeing in 1996
after the official project had ended. Certain settings continued to function.
As the teacher quoted earlier in this chapter commented in 1997, “the teachers
(in my) grade were involved in it from the beginning, so we’ve been able to
kind of sustain a certain kind of interchange . . .” But something at the core,
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requiring leadership at the school level, was missing: The school-wide inten-
sive focus on improving achievement. “I’ve seen it kind of fall apart to a
certain degree,” the teacher said. “I don’t know if that [focus] is going on.”
Other factors were at play, but the importance of leadership is difficult to
deny.

Recently we’ve had similar experiences in our scale-up project. We saw
that model implementation was directly related to the leadership provided
by administrators and teachers (McDougall et al., 2002). Moreover, as I
mentioned above, following nearly 2 years of little happening at the school
sites, we had a big breakthrough when we started meeting with a smaller
group of principals and became more operational in our approach. But just
as important, Bill and I (Bill far more than I) spent a lot of time in the schools,
in a sense trying to replicate the relationship I had developed with Jessie at
Freeman. We were able to provide additional leadership and expertise, as-
sisting principals and faculty in ways that proved very important. This out-
side assistance was identified by an external evaluator as a critical factor in
the model’s implementation (McDougall et al., 2002). Thus, while leader-
ship and expertise from within the school must be called on, outside assis-
tance might be necessary. We don’t know the level of assistance that is
required; it will probably vary as a function of the leadership and expertise
resources inside the schools. Our experience suggests, as I have pointed out,
that external assistance will always play a role in school reform. The demands
of school improvement, coupled with the endless other demands placed on
schools, virtually guarantee the need for some degree of external support.

PROSPECTS FOR THE FUTURE

Newspaper articles and accounts in professional publications make clear what
many in education have known for a long time: The proliferation of demands
educators face has made schools into pressure cookers. Indeed, the pressures
educators feel are to a large extent the result of widespread beliefs (and some
evidence) that schools are doing an inadequate job. So the reforms come fly-
ing fast and furious, keeping educators off-balance and wondering what will
hit them next. When the next inevitable thing comes, it takes its place in a
long line of reforms and changes teachers are expected to implement, too
often with little thought about how they all fit together. The resulting inco-
herence and patchwork create a vicious cycle apparent to anyone who spends
time in schools and talks to teachers about what is going on around them.

Most teachers are interested in seeing results in their classrooms, help-
ing students learn, succeed, and be motivated. These are the “psychic re-
wards” of teaching Lortie (1975) identified over 25 years ago. Although most
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teachers prefer to close their classroom doors and teach, they are not averse
to learning new skills, concepts, and techniques to improve their practice.
But the fundamental lack of coherence around most efforts to improve teach-
ing works against these attempts. Pressure—an important ingredient in im-
proving any organization—will not by itself save our schools. By itself,
pressure will at best have no effect; at worst it will cause further deteriora-
tion, lack of coherence, and a sense of futility. This is the situation that many
educators now face.

So we are left with this dilemma: Our schools need to be improved, but
the mechanisms for widespread improvement have eluded us so far. When
large-scale reform is attempted it is through the use of blunt instruments such
as standards and high-stakes testing, which try to pressure educators into
improving student performance. Educators must find ways to manage the
pressures and competing demands they face and do so in ways that actually
help improve the quality of teaching and learning in schools. With or with-
out outside support—although with is obviously preferable—educators
must create settings within their schools to promote improved teaching and
learning. Many of our best ideas run the risk of faulty, incomplete, or
counterproductive implementation. If we allow this to continue, our hopes
for widespread school improvement will remain distant visions.
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THE FOLLOWING is an interview I conducted with Freeman principal
Jessie Sullivan in March 1994. The interview was conducted over the

telephone. I transcribed my questions and Jessie’s responses as she gave them,
adding information in brackets to clarify as needed. I then e-mailed the tran-
script to Jessie, who verified it.

CG: As you know, much of the literature suggests that school-university
collaborations are very problematic. Goodlad says that “schools and
universities are markedly different cultural entities,” and Fullan
warns “we should not underestimate what enormously complex
social experiments [university-school collaborations] are.” Yet in our
project we seem to have managed to engage in a very productive
collaboration, one that is beginning to show evidence of improved
student achievement. How do you explain this?

JS: You were interested in seeing if we could make it—and by it I mean
improving achievement—happen. You spent a lot of hours with me.
You also believed in the importance of “local knowledge.” If you did
not believe strongly in your local knowledge idea, I don’t think things
would have happened as they did. In my dissertation I present a
positive picture of assistance provided by the university. That part
was no problem. The operational part was the most complex, such as
covering classrooms to release teachers, schedules, budgets, that sort
of thing.

Another thing that really made a difference was the school-based
model of change. . . . Because we had those four factors1 in mind (you
and I worked so closely, so I feel it’s ours), we kept going back to
those factors. Like assistance. I thought it would be a big part of
making change happen, and I actively enlisted your assistance.
Remember I had you at that staff meeting to present results of what
had happened at Benson and what you were currently working on
[Benson was the previous school where we had worked, she as
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principal, myself as teacher; early literacy achievement had improved
substantially; more recently, I had been working with a group of
teachers at Benson on instructional conversations, or IC]. We did a
strategic move. We decided to do something so that something else
would happen. Based on the people who showed some interest in the
data you presented and the work on instructional conversations, we
identified a critical mass of people to help make change happen at
Freeman. So you see that model was a guiding force.

Then remember [the mentor teacher] approached me about a
comment she had heard that [faculty were dissatisfied with our]
mentor teacher program? I suggested she set up a work group like the
IC group [weekly meetings with a group of teachers, with one hour of
release time per week; a work group was subsequently set up to look
at integrated/thematic teaching, called the IT group]. And then you
enlisted another researcher from UCLA to work on writing and
assessment.

CG: How are these related to assistance?
JS: Our bigger goal was to provide assistance to help teachers achieve

academic goals. Specific learning goals weren’t really developed yet,
but we knew that anything that helped teachers improve their
teaching would further our larger aims of improving achievement.
The two workgroups begun by the mentor teacher and the UCLA
researcher you recruited [Bill Saunders] both helped in this regard.
The only workgroup that was directly and explicitly related to the
goals was the writing workgroup. But all the others contributed
indirectly. In retrospect, we might have done a better job of assis-
tance in terms of making some specific learning goals happen in the
classroom. But sometimes you have to do a “ready-fire-aim,” just to
get things going. I was working on the idea of getting people into the
mode of receiving assistance. We were trying to establish a context
for assistance. It was a natural evolution and instead of insisting that
each workgroup accomplish specific goals, I thought it was more
important to encourage people to work together on things they were
interested in.

How did I see IC and IT providing assistance? One, helping us to
establish a context for people to acknowledge they needed help.
Second, it made people aware that they could improve and they could
help each other. Still, the university help was the finer help. Both you
and Bill had an expertise that most of the teachers don’t. Although
we tried to model the IT group after the IC group, I don’t think the
IT group became as expert as the IC group, because it didn’t have an
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expert leading it. But if you and Bill fell off the face of the earth, we
could continue with our model, even though the assistance we
provide will never be as good as the assistance you and Bill provide.
You have a different level of expertise. Fullan talks about internal
and external consultants each playing a role.

CG: OK, what else do you think is relevant?
JS: There was a real trust I had with you . . . the unique relationship you

and I had. Our situation was unique. You were a teacher at Benson,
so I knew you from that perspective. But also I never worried about
your trying to usurp my authority. I never worried about your trying
to go behind me. You were always forthright with me. Same with
you. You always felt you could run any idea by me, even if I ended
up nixing it. Trust and honesty. That was very important.

I can see some people in the university would have their own
agenda. It’s not that you don’t have an agenda. Maybe it’s just
fortunate that your and my agendas matched. From the beginnings of
your dissertation, you and I always felt that kids could achieve. We
always had the larger global goal to make our kids achieve more.
That agenda was always the same. How you got yours and how I got
mine might have been different. I don’t know. But I always believed
in education because it got me out of a lower-middle-class environ-
ment. So that was always a cause for me. It saved me and I wanted to
save others. I hate to sound like a missionary or something, but that’s
how I felt. I saw education as being my ticket out of the lower middle
class. You know my dad was a bus driver. Mom and Dad said get an
education so you don’t have to get a job like me. My mom dropped
out of college and had to get a job as a seamstress; my dad was
disgruntled because he had a job that took no mental challenge.
Daddy was a miserable man all his life because he had a job that was
beneath him.

CG: So in other words, we—you and I—had the same goals?
JS: Yeah, I think we did. I still don’t know how you—your dad is a

doctor—and why it was you got so interested . . . It’s hard for me to
understand that you would have the same motivation for wanting
kids to achieve that I did. You didn’t have to do anything to get out
of the lower middle class, cause you weren’t in the lower middle
class. You were in the upper middle class. I don’t have an explanation
for why you have the goals you do . . . I come from a Christian
fundamentalist background and I try to save people. You come from
a liberal professional background and want to help your fellow man.
But I’ll go to my grave believing you and I have the same goals.
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CG: And how did that influence things in our project?
JS: We were never at odds with one another. I never felt anything was a

struggle, that it was a fight. It wasn’t like, you better do it my way or
if you don’t do it my way I’m going to take my toys and play some-
where else. Because our goal was the same. Sometimes we would talk
about taking different approaches and you would challenge me.

CG: Can you think of an example?
JS: One of the things you challenged me on was my assumption that

teachers didn’t care about achievement; because it turns out they did.
[Another example is that] originally I was very keen on transitioning
kids as early as possible. But remember how you pointed out to me
that if we transition kids early they lose the Spanish support, and that
maybe they would lose the higher-level cognitive things? I hadn’t ever
thought about that before. But because of my respect for you and
because your and my goals are the same, I really took note. Before, I
thought we had to get these kids into English as soon as possible so
they’d have a better chance in junior high and high school, and in
college. But now I’m thinking that getting them into English and
maintaining the Spanish are not inconsistent. We can do both. And
I’ve been thinking more about that, and I try to encourage others to
think about it.

Or another one. In September ’91, I decided we needed to show
the grade levels what the reading book placements looked like,
because there were some grade levels I really wanted to zap. There
was no excuse for the kids not being on grade level in reading. This
was the second year, and we were moving. In my fervor of wanting
things to happen I wanted to get the school moving. I tend to be
obsessive and compulsive, and I want things to happen now. I know
all the literature about change taking time, but my own human
nature was not to give it time. When [you and I] had our meeting, I
was in a negative mood and I wanted to show everybody the graphs.
I was in a hellfire and brimstone mood. You calmed me down and
said let’s talk about this. You coached me to do otherwise. You said
that if we did this, all it would do would be to pit teachers against
each other, since some grades looked clearly better than others. You
suggested that instead I use the graphs individually at grade-level
meetings and let the grade levels see what they looked like. When you
calmed me down, I realized it wouldn’t help to pit teachers against
each other. So I didn’t do what I said I was going to.

Because we spent a lot of time talking about how to make things
happen, it was through your mentoring assistance that we came up
with a better product; sometimes it was an idea, such as how to use
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grade-level data. Sometimes you would come to me with something
and I’d say it’s not a good idea and we’d come up with a compro-
mise. We thought about how we were going about reaching our
ultimate goal. You and I had the same vision. If we ever had a doubt
about what we were trying to do, we would always remind each
other what it was we were trying to accomplish. If we had some
choice as to what we were doing, we always came back to our
ultimate goal, and if it was going to help us achieve it, we pursued it;
if it wasn’t then we dropped it.

In a way this whole process was analogous to a marriage. When
you have a good marriage you are going to have differences, but the
marriage is more important than the differences.
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Introduction

1. One notable volume that did much of this was James Comer’s (1980) School
Power. Trubowitz et al. (1984; 1997) also present fairly detailed accounts of a school-
university collaboration. Other related works include Wagner’s (1994) study of three
changing schools, Chasin and Levin’s (1995) description of how a school applied
Levin’s “Accelerated School” model, Lieberman’s (1995) edited volume containing
several case studies of “restructuring” schools, Heckman’s (1996) account of an
“action research” school reform project, and Caine and Caine’s (1997) book on
two schools that restructured around principles of “brain-based” learning. With-
out taking anything away from these useful works, they do not go into the fine-
grained details of implementation that I attempt in this account and to which I think
Sarason was referring.

Chapter 1

1. See Darling-Hammond, 1997, for a more comprehensive vision of school
reform, and the May 1999 (Vol. 99, No. 5) issue of The Elementary School Journal
for a series of thoughtful essays and studies on important outcomes of schooling
beside more traditional notions of academic achievement. Particularly notable is an
article by Battistich, Watson, Solomon, Lewis, and Schaps (1999), who note:

People seem to forget from time to time, but schooling has always been about
more than just the acquisition of academic content and skills. . . . [S]chools have
major responsibilities for other aspects of students’ development as well, such
as helping students develop the attitudes, skills, and orientations needed to lead
humane lives and to act effectively as citizens to sustain democratic institutions.
(p. 415)

Chapter 2

1. The criteria we were using to determine “adequate” or “grade-level” per-
formance on our spring language arts assessments was actually more stringent than
the criteria used by state (California Learning Assessment System, or CLAS) tests.
For example, in 1993, 74% of Freeman students scored 3 or above on the CLAS
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reading exam; only 34% scored 3 or above on the comparable portion of our lan-
guage arts performance assessment. In writing, 75% of Freeman students scored 3
or above on CLAS, while 58% scored 3 or better on a comparable performance
measure. In short, the performance measures we used at Freeman were more chal-
lenging and anchored to a higher level of performance than were measures used at
the state level.

Chapter 4

1. One of Aristotle’s four types of causation was “final cause,” where cause
resides in the purpose or function of things: “All things naturally tend toward in-
trinsically determined goals” (Weinberg, 1973, p. 272). For more modern theoreti-
cal statements, see Deci, 1975; Weiner, 1980. The same idea can be found in the
popular literature. One of Steven Covey’s (1990) “7 habits of highly successful
people” is “Begin with the end in mind.”

2. This and other sections owe a great deal to Sarason’s The Creation of Set-
tings and the Future Societies.

3. Coincidentally, the previous day at a meeting with teachers at my former
school, where I was still working on “instructional conversations,” we were going
over a rating scale a colleague of mine was constructing based on a list of instruc-
tional conversation elements (Rueda, Goldenberg, & Gallimore, 1992). One of the
teachers asked what this item meant: “Does the teacher ask too many questions that
kids could answer very easily?” If the answer was yes, the lesson would be rated
low on this item. “Why would it be rated low?” this teacher asked. My answer was,
in essence, that when you teach you want to establish that students know some-
thing, then continue challenging them. The teacher said, “Well maybe if they can
answer all your questions very easily, maybe it means you’ve done a really good job
of teaching whatever it was you were teaching.” Well, sure, I said, but once you’ve
established you’ve done that, then you need to push ahead, teach them some more,
maintain challenge. “Oh, Claude,” she half laughed, half protested, “you’re never
satisfied, are you?”

Chapter 5

1. I am grateful to Milbrey McLaughlin, who suggested these concepts in the
wonderful commentary she provided on the project at a 1995 symposium at the
annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association. I am also in-
debted to Laurette Cano, who had the incredibly good sense to videotape the ses-
sion and capture Milbrey’s insightful comments on tape.

Chapter 6

1. The difference between what teachers said “should” happen and what they
reported as actually happening at their school was statistically significant when
Freeman teachers’ responses were excluded. Among Freeman teachers, however, there
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was no significant discrepancy. Average ratings for “A school should have explicit
goals” was 4.7 and for “This school has explicit goals” was 4.4. Average ratings at
Freeman for “Schools should collect and regularly review assessment information”
and “This school conducts assessments” were identical, 4.4. All significance tests
were conducted using paired t-tests. My thanks to Bill Saunders for his role in de-
signing the survey and collecting the data.

2. These two reports, as well as other analyses of state standards commissioned
by the Thomas Fordham Foundation, are useful documents but employ some rather
quirky criteria for evaluation. Stotsky’s analysis of English language arts/Reading
standards, for example, marks down standards that “require students to relate what
they read to their lived experiences” or “want reading materials to address contem-
porary social issues” (Stotsky, 1997, p. 3).

3. This section draws heavily from Goldenberg, Saunders, and Hamann (1993)
and Gallimore, Goldenberg, and Saunders (1994). The main participants in these
excerpts, the two AAC representatives and the grade level chair, read these sections
and corroborated their accuracy.

4. “Hens” refers to the fifth-grade level basal reading book, Rare as Hen’s
Teeth, published by D. C. Heath. Fifth graders reading in this book are on grade
level or close to it. “Miami” refers to Miami Linguistics, a program developed to
help Spanish readers make the transition to English reading. Fifth graders still in
Miami are generally having difficulty successfully transitioning to English. Teachers
worried about their academic prospects when they went to middle school the fol-
lowing year.

Chapter 7

1. In fact, I explicitly intervened in the case of “Candelaria,” whom teachers
considered slow and unmotivated, as the teachers in Valdés’s study considered some
of those children. I recommended to her reading teacher that she observe Candelaria
and reconsider. The teacher did so, and realized that Candelaria’s quiet and unas-
sertive demeanor created a completely wrong impression. Candelaria eventually
became one of the unexpectedly good readers in the study (Goldenberg, 1989).

2. Answers (see Figure 7.1): 1. Puerto Rican father with high school education;
2. Mexican mother with sixth-grade education; 3. Professional football player with
at least some college; 4. Mexican father with fourth-grade education; 5. Vietnamese
teenager who arrived 8 years ago; 6. T. H. White, In Search of History; 7. 17-year-
old Salvadorean parents who had sixth- and seventh-grade educations; 8. Mexican
mother with second-grade education; 9. Mexican mother with no schooling.

Chapter 8

1. Of course, we were subject to some other very real pressures, most concretely,
keeping the funding—and our salaries—alive. In this regard (as in countless others)
we were very fortunate to have Ronald Gallimore as our collaborator and main
benefactor. Ron’s grant-writing skills are legendary, and it was in no small measure
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a direct result of his willingness to support this project, without reservation, that
we were able to do what we did.

2. It also probably helps to have university-based individuals who can work
effectively and sensitively with others, forge consensus and understanding, and keep
the process of change moving forward. The complex of characteristics bound up in
our fourth change element—leadership (see Chapter 3)—is no doubt also relevant
in discussing conditions for effective school-university collaboration. See also Clark’s
(1988) brief discussion of individuals who have been instrumental in creating suc-
cessful partnerships between schools and univerisities. I prefer not to dwell on indi-
viduals and their characteristics, since it leads many to dismiss successful ventures
by saying, “Well, that just worked because of so and so,” thereby shutting off the
possibility that there are lessons, ideas, or suggestions for others. Nonetheless, we
must acknowledge that there is a substantial personal, even idiosyncratic, compo-
nent to all of this.

3. One important challenge to this generalization is provided by Success for
All (SFA) (Slavin et al., 1996). In this highly successful whole-school reform pro-
gram, once a school has voted (by 80% majority on a secret ballot) to implement
SFA, implementation usually takes place within a year. Evidence of improvements
in achievement often follow quickly.

Appendix

1. The model posits four factors that can help bring about change in a school:
Goals that are set and shared; indicators that measure success; assistance by capable
others; leadership that supports and pressures (see Chapter 4).
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